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   A moment with the author…
 
    
 
   As I send this book out to you, I always have those moments of worry and concern. “Will they like it?” I always get that same feeling with any book, but as the DEAD series continues, I find that my worries increase almost exponentially.
 
   Before going much farther, I should say that I am one of those writers who understand that not everything I write will be met with praise. However, if you are reading this…you are heading in to the sixth book of a series. You are not stumbling in blind. (At least I hope not…if for some reason you simply saw this book and it looked interesting, but you have not read any of the others…STOP!) You have been on this ride for a while. You have expectations.
 
   I make no secret that I do this…write these stories for you. I scour the reviews and see what your response is. I wait like a kid at Christmas for those first reviews to pop up on Amazon.com. I check my email more than usual those first few weeks. 
 
   Simply put, I love the attention; I eat up the kind words and praise. I wait for those emails that ask for “more” of a certain story so that I can compile my list of areas to attack for the special editions. (I was still surprised that one of the most requested from the first three books in the series was a back story on Garrett.)
 
   When I started this series, I wanted something that was about the people. Sure…there would be plenty of zombie action, but I believe that readers of these stories wanted more than the same old “hole up, defend, be overwhelmed, repeat” formula that appears between far too many book covers with the word “zombie” in the title. I never envisioned Juan becoming a fan favorite, or how people would absolutely hate Shari.
 
   Along the way, I heard the complaints by some about “too many characters” or “too bleak of an outlook on human nature” by those who did not care for me or the series. They are entitled to their view. Did it change anything? Nope. I kept doing what I set out to do, and by now, many of those people have dried up and gone away. In the meantime, with your help, the last DEAD book, Dead: Siege & Survival hit the Amazon Top 100 in Horror for the first few weeks of its release. It also pushed me into their Top 100 Horror Writers list.
 
   In my mind, it validated my belief that readers of the zombie genre were more than ready to handle huge casts of characters and an unflinching look at humanity. One look at history, or better yet, try the Evening News (pick your favorite network), and I think that you will discover that we can be far scarier than any Hollywood creation.
 
   That having been said, I also believe that we have an enormous capacity for goodness, for selflessness, and for change. Yes, I unleashed Garrett McCormick on an unsuspecting audience. People like Travis Reynolds and Mister Abernathy would crawl out from under their rocks and take full advantage of the chaos. However, there were also the Ian Lothermans, Dillon Clays, and Juan Hoyas of the world who could reinvent themselves into the person that they always wanted to be, but never could stay within the lines.
 
   For this book, Dead: Confrontation, I actually wanted to address a few things. Some of your favorite characters are going to face demons from their past…or even their present. Confrontation will hold a lot of meanings here…and it is intentional. Each of us has had to confront things in our lives, and I believe that this is a universal theme. I also felt it was a nice way to wrap up the first half of the series.
 
   I can’t wait to see where we go next. Believe it or not…I only know the final “fate” of one character in this series. Beyond that, I am as much along for the ride as the rest of you.
 
   Time to offer some thanks. First I must thank my two wonderful beta readers: Vix Kirkpatrick (who is also a very dear friend), and Michele L. Heeder. Beyond that, I think I want to keep it simple. All of the people in my life who I am close to are aware of my feelings for them because I make it a point to tell them often. So I just want to thank you. As you read this (although I really have no idea how many of you bother to suffer through my introductory ramblings since they are mostly just a self-serving monolog that is probably a bit dull to all but me) I want you to know that you continue to inspire me. Your emails and words of support drive me to do my best every minute of the day. Not just as a writer, but as a person. I do read your reviews and emails…and yes, that is actually me replying. Trust me…I am never going to be so big that I would dream of hiring somebody to go through your notes to me. If you took the time to write to me or post a review, then the least I can do is reply personally. So, my thanks to you from the bottom of my heart.
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   Vignettes XXXI
 
    
 
   Over the years, science grew in leaps and bounds, yet the brain continued to baffle. What is certain is that the brains of children were developing exponentially in the first dozen years of life. 
 
   When the dead began to walk, another certainty was discovered: the only way to kill the undead was to destroy the brain. Nobody could explain why, and there would be no opportunity to explore this phenomenon in a properly outfitted laboratory.
 
   That is why nobody could explain the peculiar behavior demonstrated by the zombies of the young ones. There was obviously something different at work in the child-zombie. Perhaps it was the fact that the brain was still going through such dynamic change and growth. Whatever the case, it was becoming clear that the ‘children of the dead’ (as some would begin to call them) demonstrated a marked difference between themselves and their brethren.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The world was awash in varying shades of gray. It was only for the first few seconds that images of ‘before’ remained. In those fleeting moments, there were faces that came and went. One in particular seemed to linger the longest. It was the face of a woman with creamy skin and a petite nose with eyes that sparkled despite their dark coloring. The upturned slant of those eyes only made them more beautiful. 
 
   A word tied to that face, but it was more of a feeling. Something about that word sent a tremor of what could only be described as peace through the last sparks of electricity that powered the mind of this newly dead person. The word tried to form on dead lips, but the only sound that came was a rasping wheeze. That word?
 
   Mom.
 
   Then, there was a moment of absolute nothingness. The creature stood in snow that came to its thighs. It turned its head one way and then the other after several moments of complete stillness. Like so many of its kind, the images had faded. Yet, something remained. 
 
   It began to move. There had been a single source of heat nearby, but it had already been forgotten. What it did “remember” was that it needed to move in a certain direction. Away. It needed to move away from that source. Yes, it craved the heat, and a desire to feed on that heat was present (if this thing could be given the human trait of desire). Yet, it was alone. And it did not like being alone. Something hummed in a tiny part of the almost completely dead brain. For some reason, an occasional spark would build like a teardrop, and then fire through the wasteland of that mysterious organ: the brain.
 
   The tiny figure began to trudge through the snow. At times, it would stop, forgetting any reason or purpose for moving in the current direction. Eventually, a sound would prompt it to resume. It did not register the difference between a snow-laden limb snapping under the weight of the frozen powder or perhaps a moan from one of its brethren. 
 
   Eventually, it reached an opening in the labyrinth of trees and stumbled into the ruts made by a tracked vehicle. Of course it had no comprehension of what the deep furrows in the snow meant, it simply turned and began to follow in the easier-to-traverse trail.
 
   As the shadows grew long and darkness came, the small creature stopped walking. It looked one way and then another as one of those teardrops of electric energy built. A weak signal formed and the zombie let loose with a soft groan. After several seconds of silence, an answer came from the darkness in the form of a mewling gurgle. 
 
   The tiny figure stopped and cocked its head for a few seconds before finally determining the direction of the source. It passed a few empty houses until it came to one that lacked any intact windows, the front door little more than a splintered memory. A shadow moved, accompanied by the sounds of scraping.
 
   Emily-zombie turned and headed towards the open front door. Another zombie emerged as if to welcome her inside. This one was a woman missing most of her lower torso. Emily-zombie considered it for a moment and then walked past it as if being invited in. She paused in the middle of the ruins that were once an elegant living room.
 
   She passed through each room, eventually aware that the zombie from the doorway was following. When she looked at it, there was the beginning of a spark that built and fired.
 
   Helpless, would be the signal if she could get it to make sense. However, Emily-zombie slowed her pace to allow the other to keep up. There is something comforting (again, a feeling that she does not fully comprehend) about being in the presence of another. Even more so since this one keeps triggering a word that takes as great an importance as the desire to feed.
 
   Mother.
 
   By the time the sun has risen, Emily-zombie had figured out that if she makes noise, others will come. The dawn broke on a cluster of undead gathered in the front yard of the home. Dark shadows continued to emerge from nearby woods and other ruined homes, zeroing in on the sound of metal on metal.
 
   Emily-zombie stood in the driveway with a bent cookie sheet. Occasionally she smacked it against the defunct pick-up truck sitting at an angle beside her. As more and more of her kind gathered, a new sensation grew.
 
   Safe.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aaheru ran up the stairs. Something dripped into his eye, blurring his vision and then starting to sting. He wiped it away, oblivious to the crimson smear that he’d created. The door to the bridge was already slightly ajar. He burst through it and was not surprised to discover it empty…mostly.
 
   Half inside the port bridge wing door, a body was sprawled on the ground. Two figures hunched over it, gorging on whatever had spooled out of the ripped open abdominal cavity. Taking care to shut the door behind him, Aaheru strode the few steps over to where the dead continued feasting as if he were not present and brought his blade down; cleaving first one and then the other. For good measure he drove the tip of his sword into the face of the unidentifiable corpse that had provided such a fine distraction.
 
   “May you never find peace,” he spat.
 
   After making certain that both bridge wings were clear and the doors shut, Aaheru searched around the bridge for a moment until he found what he was seeking. Having only been up here a few times, and not bothering to take much notice of the layout, he was actually embarrassed that he had no idea where the ship’s intercom was located.
 
   Thankfully, all the switches and buttons were clearly marked. After taking a few breaths to ensure that he would sound calm—a pharaoh must never sound as if he is not in perfect command of any and all situations—he was prepared to address his people.
 
   “Children of Egypt,” he began, “it is your pharaoh speaking. Somehow, those wishing to sabotage us have managed to release the undead on board our ship. I am not yet certain how extensive this has become, but I am urging you all to find whatever you can use as a weapon and make your way to the bridge where I await your arrival. 
 
   “I urge those of you who are experienced in the maneuvering of this ship to make haste, and I order any who encounter such a person to do whatever it takes to assist and ensure that they arrive before me unharmed.”
 
   Aaheru set down the mic just as a loud bang sounded to his right. He made a strangled cry and was actually relieved to discover it was one of those abominations slapping at the Plexiglas instead of one of his subjects. Showing fear might be a normal reaction for mere mortals, but the pharaoh was supposed to be a god among men. Gods feared nothing.
 
   “Come and meet your end,” he hissed between clenched teeth as Aaheru flung the door open. The zombie tumbled forward, unable to counterbalance for the sudden lack of the door that it had been pawing at.
 
   With another solid stroke, the creature ceased to move. Aaheru looked to see if anybody living might be coming his way. So far, nobody seemed to be answering his call. Certainly he could not be the only one left. 
 
   Still, recovering from this loss was going to be difficult. He was already certain that his only trusted advisor, Ahi, was dead. He knew because that was the first head he’d chopped. 
 
   It had started with a scratching at the door. Aaheru hadn’t actually heard it, Ahmes had been the one to nudge him and tell him that one of his “subjects” was seeking audience. He had not liked the tone she’d used, and had intended to let her know after he dealt with whoever was at the door.
 
   When he’d opened it, the unmistakable stench hit him in the nose and actually caused him to stagger back a few steps. That was enough room for Ahi to stagger in. He was covered with blood, but Aaheru saw no sign of any injury on the man’s naked body as it stepped into the light. Also, most of the blood was dripping from his advisor’s face and hands.
 
   “Ahi?” Aaheru actually felt a touch of sorrow as he reached over to his dresser and opened the top drawer where his ceremonial sword was kept.
 
   With a single swing, he had separated head from body. Of course the eyes continued to follow him as he leaned in closer to get a better look.
 
   “What has happened, my friend?” Aaheru said with a sigh as he grabbed a handful of Ahi’s dark locks and lifted the head up. That was when the second figure stumbled into his room.
 
   The woman that he had so generously given to his advisor entered. It was easy to see where all the blood on Ahi had come from. A huge chunk was missing right where the neck met her shoulder. Also, a good bit of damage had been done to the upper left thigh.
 
   Just as Aaheru was about to swing, three more pushed their way in from behind the woman. He stumbled back, his eyes watering and his stomach roiling from the putrid stench. One of the undead had been ripped open at the belly and frayed intestine trailed behind adding the stink of human shit to that of the foul death stench that only these creatures seemed to have. He’d been around the dead before, and they had never smelt like this.
 
   In that single moment of weakness, Aaheru was so overcome by the vile odor that he could no longer keep his body under control. He heaved forward and vomited—an unpleasant combination of the evening’s humus and that bottle of red wine that he’d found in a decorative box under the former captain of the ship’s bed.
 
   He had barely finished when he heard Ahmes shriek. Looking up, all he saw were several sets of legs at the foot of his bed. Struggling to his feet, he only paused long enough to look into the eyes of the woman who had just given her life so that her pharaoh could live. He gave her what he hoped she took as his look of pride in her final act.
 
   The words that followed him down the corridor led him to believe that perhaps she might not have made that sacrifice willingly. Still, what could he have done? Two of those creatures had already latched on to her and were worrying away pieces of flesh. Her fate was sealed. His only regret was that she had been carrying his child. 
 
   Aaheru returned to the bridge and shut the door. He looked at the controls and then stared out at the open water ahead. He slowly worked his way around the big center console and shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun with one hand. There! Just off to the left was a dark smudge. It had to be land. If nobody else remained, at least he would live! Surely there must be others, and it mattered little who actually made up the citizenry of his kingdom…so long as he ruled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Donna!” Frank gasped as he ran across the room—careful to dodge the stacks of boxes scattered about—and swept the girl into his arms.
 
   “Frank, how did you—?” was all that she managed to get out before having the rest of the air squeezed from her lungs.
 
   Juan didn’t listen as the couple continued to yammer at that babbling pace that seemed to be exclusive to hormonal teenagers. He waded through the room and peeked in box after box. There were all sorts of supplies. In fact, this was even better than a store run. It seemed that everything that they would want or need was in these boxes. 
 
   Opening one, he discovered a variety of first aid supplies. In another were flares, flashlights, and even batteries. Then there was the dry goods and canned food. Water filters, filtered pitchers and little tablets that supposedly made water drinkable. And then there were the guns. He was pretty sure that some of these guns had to be illegal. These were the types of weapons that made the news every time some lunatic shot up a school or a mall. And he didn’t need to open all of the green boxes to know that they were full of ammunition. 
 
   The excitement of this newfound treasure slowly gave way to questions. He picked up a stack of blankets that had been put in a bag and had all the air sucked out. This was some serious shit. These people were expecting something bad. 
 
   So then…
 
   “Where is everybody?” Juan asked, interrupting the happy reunion.
 
   The girl looked over at Juan and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. Her face grew solemn and visibly sad. She opened her mouth a couple of times, but the façade that she’d so hastily thrown up as she tried to speak came down in a crash of tears. She pointed outside with a shaky hand.
 
   “You mean all those zombies?” Juan felt like it was a silly question, but he figured he should ask. The girl nodded. “Okay…then maybe you can clue me in on all this?” he said, trying not to sound exasperated as he gestured to the insane amount of boxes full of anything a person would probably need to survive.
 
   Donna sighed and then related a story that Juan tried very hard to keep a straight face through. It seemed that a small group of rich folks (as far as Juan was concerned, anybody with money to throw away on something that—up until recently—seemed so crazy, was rich) decided that the world was coming to an end soon. Whether it was a failed government that led the nation into anarchy, or the Chinese, they weren’t sure…but it was coming.
 
   This little group had all the right city connections and eventually had the construction of their wall approved. After that, it was simply a matter of controlling who moved in. They all stockpiled weapons and materials for this eventual doom. The problem was that none of them saw zombies as anything other than mindless nonsense. They were planning for a “real” event, not some horror geek’s fantasy.
 
   Donna and her friends used to joke that, while their parents were more than just a little eccentric, at least they had plenty of money. She only remembered asking her dad one time about all the preparation. He had told her in absolute seriousness, “Monsters are a fantasy created to put butts in seats in the theater. The real monster is man and his ignorance.”
 
   Unfortunately, she had been away when everything went down, so she couldn’t begin to speculate as to what happened. If Juan had to guess, he would say that all the talk in the world is useless. When you are looking into the eyes of a friend or loved one that has turned into a deader, and you have to crush their skull or shoot them in the face…things get real in a hurry.
 
   “So,” Juan clapped his hands, startling the two younger individuals who kept leaning into each other and whispering, “what we need to do is get all of this moved to the island. Judging by the looks of things, there is going to be more than one trip.”
 
   “What about the other houses?” Donna asked.
 
   “There’s more?” Juan was incredulous.
 
   “Probably,” Donna looked around and gave a nod, “everybody had a safe room, storage lockers, and also stuff in the attics. A few of the houses were designated as fall back locations. Ours was one of them. They had extra stuff. So, some of the others may not have as much, but a few.”
 
   “Tight—” Juan started.
 
   “Like a tigah,” Frank and Donna finished with a laugh.
 
   Juan scowled at the two…which only added to their enjoyment. As if the world was set against any sort of happiness or delight, the sound of hands slapping against the house began. Immediately, the pair sobered.
 
   “All right,” Juan patted down his assortment of weapons, “here is what we are gonna do. Frank, you and Donna start carrying everything out onto the back porch.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Frank asked with a touch of concern.
 
   “I am going to get up on the roof and take a look around. If the road out front is clear, then we should be able to find a truck, get as much loaded up as possible, and get it close to the water.”
 
   “That seems a bit risky,” Donna whispered as if her being quiet now might make the zombies outside go away.
 
   “Being alive is risky,” Juan said far more matter-of-factly than he felt. “We can’t lose these supplies. This would set us up for the rest of the winter. We could avoid any further trips out until the weather changes.”
 
   “And maybe by then those things will have starved or something,” Frank offered hopefully.
 
   Juan didn’t say anything to that remark. From what he’d seen, the deaders showed no signs of kicking over any time soon. Whatever mysterious force had brought them seemed to be enough to keep them going. Besides, he doubted that they actually needed food. He’d seen some of those things eat people when they didn’t even have a stomach for the food to go into.
 
   “We are gonna have to fight our way out of here no matter what,” Juan finally said to the expectant faces staring at him as if he had some sort of solution.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett dipped under the tree limb and brought his worn-looking ax down on the head of the most frightening creature he’d ever seen—which was saying a lot these days. The undead wolf collapsed just like a human zombie. It was instant. That was about the only positive thing that he could think of at the moment.
 
   Looking up the small hill that he had slipped and fallen down, he saw Chad and Ronni standing back-to-back, machetes drawn and swung any time that one of those cursed monsters got within range. Scott, who had been at his back until he stepped wrong and lost his footing, was trying to circle around so that he could have the father and daughter duo at his back and minimize his exposure. 
 
   For just a second, Brett felt the twinge of betrayal. And then it was gone. These were not normal times. It was all well and good to watch out for each other, but the moment you became a liability, it was either cut the cord or drown with the poor sap. If he could make it back up the hill to them, it would all be fine. However, that was a nasty “if” at the moment.
 
   Three more of the wolf-zombies stood between him and his friends. They were not missing any limbs like their fallen companion, and thus, proved to be more mobile. They were still slow like any other undead (Brett thanked whatever god had seen to that), but their heads were smaller and lower to the ground. This made for some awkward swings when you were standing amongst pine trees in snow that was anywhere between knee and waist deep.
 
   He watched as the closest wolf slunk towards him. It seemed to know precisely where to step in order to avoid breaking the crust that had formed on this particular layer of snow and plunging through.
 
   Shifting himself just slightly so as to have all three of the abominations in an arc before him, Brett cocked his arm back and waited for the first wolf to close the distance. He only had a few seconds to think about the possibility of other animals being affected in the same way as these wolves.
 
   The creature took two more tentative steps forward. To Brett, it looked as if it were checking the surface of the snow to be certain that it would not cave underneath. If these things had the ability to learn…all bets were off as to how long humanity would survive.
 
   Judging the thing to be in range, Brett swung in an overhand arc and brought the flat end of the ax down hard. The last thing he needed now was for his weapon to get wedged in the skull of this attacker. He’d gotten lucky once after swinging out of pure instinct; he would not chance it again.
 
   The weapon came down with a sickening crunch. There was very little indication that he’d been successful other than the creature sinking into the snow and not moving. If he’d had the time to look, he would have seen the oblong depression in the wolf’s skull. The other two were coming from opposite sides and looked like they might arrive simultaneously. This was the real problem. The closer that they got, the more difficult it was for him to keep them both in view.
 
   Just as he was making the SWAG (silly-wild-assed-guess as his late grandpa used to say), a yell drew the focus of he and the wolves. Ronni had bounded down the hill about halfway and was closing in on the wolf to his left. He did not want to waste the distraction by waiting to be ensured of her success and lunged at the one on his right.
 
   He brought his weapon down again. This time his aim was just a bit off and he peeled back a section of matted fur as well as one ear, revealing bone and the dark smudge of what he assumed to be rotten blood. The wolf opened its mouth and snapped its jaws down on the piece of air where his hand had been only a split second ago.
 
   His second swing was accurate and the wolf was done. He looked up to see Ronni already wading through the snow to rejoin the others at the top of the hill. After catching his breath, he followed.
 
   “That’s the third group today,” Chad said as he went through a check of his gear.
 
   “I don’t think that tower has gotten any closer,” Scott snarled.
 
   He was referring to the fire watch tower that sat atop a hill on the other side of the valley that they could now look down into. Chad shielded his eyes and scanned the area.
 
   “Actually, I think this is the last little valley we will have to go through,” Ronni said and pointed. She had the binoculars up to her face. After a moment, she handed them to her dad.
 
   Everybody took a turn and followed to where her finger indicated. Sure enough, there was what looked like the base of the tower through some widespread pines. 
 
   Still, the human eye plays tricks. When they had first spotted the tower over the tops of some trees, the thought was that they could reach it before nightfall. They had been mistaken. Two days later, they were still trying to stave off hypothermia, the occasional walker, and for the past day and a half, zombie wolves. They wanted to believe that they could reach that tower before dark.
 
   After checking his bindings, Chad pushed off and began the journey down another slope. At the bottom, they discovered another creek. The beauty of the ice formations that had accumulated was lost on them, but not the fact that they could refill their canteens.
 
   Just as the sky was turning to a star-filled bed of darkness, they reached their destination. It had cost them five of their precious glow sticks, but the payoff had been worth it.
 
   Together, they climbed the switchback staircase and reached the big, open tower. The most welcome sight came from the woodstove in the very center of the single open room. Within the hour, they had a small fire burning. Huddled close for added warmth, the foursome drifted off to the sleep that comes so fast when the body is beyond exhaustion. Only Chad woke once to add a few more pieces of wood to the fire. He thought he heard a distant cry carrying on the still night air, but he was simply too tired to care. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I always wanted to go to London,” Gemma sighed.
 
   “Wait,” Vix pulled up and turned to face the younger girl, “you’ve never been to London…ever?”
 
   “My parents just never liked the city. They thought Basingstoke was too big. If they’d had their way, we would have lived out in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Some would say Basingstoke is in the middle of nowhere,” Vix grumbled.
 
   “I guess I expected more…fires,” Gemma sighed as she climbed up on the back of a panel van to get a better look at the looming city.
 
   “It has been months,” Vix pointed out. “I am sure there were plenty. But they have all burned out by now more than likely.”
 
   “Still…” Gemma shielded her eyes needlessly against the cloud cover.
 
   “I don’t want to spend too much time out here in the open,” Vix prompted.
 
   They had followed the M3 for days until they came to the M25 interchange. From there they had travelled north in search of the M4. Things had gotten a bit tense around Heathrow, but Vix had insisted that they keep low. 
 
   After bypassing the fourth or fifth group of survivors, Gemma had asked why they weren’t at least checking them out to see if they might be friendly. Vix had reminded her how “friendly” certain members of their previous group had been.
 
   “So you aren’t going to trust anybody?” Gemma asked with a mixture of doubt and concern.
 
   “Not until I have found what I am looking for,” Vix replied.
 
   “And you are letting me tag along, but can’t be bothered to tell me what we are looking for,” Gemma grumbled.
 
   “It’s complicated,” Vix said with a sigh. “You see, if I tell you and you think I am daft, then you might just take off.”
 
   “And you would miss me!” Gemma practically squealed.
 
   The truth was, she thought that she would need an extra set of eyes and hands when the time came and she reached her destination. But if that made Gemma feel better, then that was fine with her.
 
   “We still have a long way to go,” Vix said as they climbed over the fence that ran alongside the A40. The road had switched over a ways back and they were coming to a big, circular interchange.
 
   They passed a statue, but Vix had seen something that piqued her interest. She made her way to an archway and risked a look inside. Nothing was moving. That was a big plus.
 
   “What’s this?” Gemma whispered, being careful to make sure that she did not startle her friend. They’d had enough talks about that over the past several days to last her a lifetime. Sometimes she thought that Vix was worse than her own mum.
 
   “I don’t want to get your hopes up.” Vix moved through the arch and looked around. She sighed and headed in despite the obvious sacking that this place had been subjected to by frantic individuals hoping to survive.
 
   “Why would anybody want to shoot pigeons?” Gemma whispered as she observed one of the signs posted just inside the arch. “Seems a bit cruel.”
 
   “Clay pigeons,” Vix replied, doing her best to stifle a laugh. “They are discs that get launched into the sky for people to shoot.”
 
   “Okay…” Gemma let that word hang in the air for a bit. “I still don’t get it.”
 
   “Bird hunters use this as practice so that when the birds come out of the bushes and try to fly away, a hunter can hit them on the move.”
 
   “Sounds cruel,” Gemma shrugged as they approached the open entry way to the West London Shooting School.
 
   “Yes, well I was hoping that we might get lucky, but I should have known that places like this would be hit early.”
 
   “You seem to know a lot about all of this sort of thing.” Gemma climbed over the broken door behind Vix and froze.
 
   Against the far wall was an arc of dried blood and bits. A handful of bodies lay sprawled on the floor. Red and green casings for a variety of shotgun shells littered the floor. None of the bodies had much of their heads remaining. 
 
   Vix moved in for a closer look. Gemma wrinkled her nose and decided that she could see well enough from the doorway thank you very much.
 
   “This is why I am not interested in trying to make contact with any of the groups of living people that we have passed,” Vix whispered. She used a stick to roll the nearest body over. Her suspicions were confirmed.
 
   “I don’t understand.” Gemma took a tentative step closer.
 
   “None of these people were bitten. They weren’t infected. Somebody had them line up against this wall and then they shot them.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   “Because, for one thing, zombies don’t line up for folks to shoot them for one. For another, not one person has a scratch on their body. And from what is left of their heads, I don’t see anything other than the damage caused by the guns used to kill them.”
 
   Vix took a cursory look around, but she already knew that she would find nothing of use here. It was no surprise. Still, she would have felt silly if she hadn’t at least checked.
 
   They exited the building and continued on their way. As had been the case for the last few days, they only encountered an occasional zombie. When they did come across them in greater numbers, they were usually surrounding one building or another. More than likely, whoever had been inside either managed to sneak away, died of starvation, or threw themselves into the horde. Those large groups were so focused on the last thing that had drawn them that, as long as she and Gemma remained quiet, they could easily slip past.
 
   That night they made camp atop the center of three conical mounds in a place called the “Northolt & Greenford Country Park” overlooking the roads and the surrounding area. From their vantage point, they watched as several small dots of light flickered into existence when the night fell.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Danny sat by himself away from the trio huddled around the small fire. Jody was watching intently as Katherine was running through a series of signs. Then, Selina would translate. Jody would make very slow and deliberate attempts to duplicate those same signs and gestures.
 
   Part of him wanted to join in. However, he was still having some issues when it came to dealing with the fact that he had killed a man. His rational mind told him that he had done the right thing. Still, it was one thing to fire into a crowd of zombies, or even return fire when dealing with insurgents over in Iraq. It was quite another to kill one of your own. And despite how everything had played out over the past few months, Charles “Slider” Monterro had been a fellow soldier.
 
   If that were not bad enough, he could have sworn that the bastard had a grin on his face after Danny had put the shaft of a crossbow bolt through the man’s chest. That was what he kept seeing every time he closed his eyes: that grin.
 
   “Hey, Danny, you hungry?” Jody had come over and was standing above him holding a can of something.
 
   “Not really,” Danny said with a shrug.
 
   “You okay?” Jody sat down beside his friend. He was genuinely concerned about the normally wise-cracking kid from Boston. “You been pretty quiet since we got back.”
 
   “Think I’m just tired,” Danny lied.
 
   “Well then, let me stand first watch tonight. Selina can take the second and you can have the last. Wake everybody around dawn and we can see about scavenging some extra supplies before we hit the road again. Don’t want you to miss your date with Yankee Stadium.” Jody laughed, but Danny just nodded, laid down, and pulled his blanket up over his head.
 
   Now Jody was really concerned. As a diehard Red Sox fan, the one request that Danny had made when Jody set out his plan on their journey north was to be able to take a piss on home plate at Yankee Stadium if they managed to get close enough and if it did not prove too dangerous. Honestly, Jody had immediately dismissed the idea. He did not envision any scenario that would make going into New York City even a remote possibility.
 
   “Kat wants to know where we are headed,” Selina spoke, her hands moving as well so that the girl could follow.
 
   “I think the best bet is for us to move north. What we gain in nasty weather, we should hopefully make up for in a lack of zombies,” Jody replied.
 
   After a moment of the two females signing, Selina nodded and returned her attention to Jody. The girl beside her suddenly found something interesting about the zipper on her jacket.
 
   “She wants to know why we aren’t just heading to someplace out in the sticks like the Appalachian Mountains. She says that she went on a hike last year and that there are some out of the way places that we might be able to hold up in until the winter passes. And they have an added benefit of our being able to venture out into some of the surrounding one-stoplight towns for supplies.”
 
   Jody looked at the younger girl for a moment. His mind had been so focused on putting distance between him and Slider (as well as the entire situation back in Bald Knob) that he might have gotten a bit too grand in his ideas. After all, one cold, snowy region was as good as the next. Right?
 
   “She has a really good point,” Jody conceded. “So the first thing we will do tomorrow when we are out searching for supplies is to find a map. In fact, I will want a few. Seeing as how they are made of paper, I don’t think they will have a great life expectancy. We can keep spares in sealed plastic bags. We can plot a course and maybe agree on someplace good. I really believe that we need to try and find the best combination of remoteness and hard to get to. Zombies don’t seem to be much into hiking. I think they are more into a least-path-of-resistance sort of thing.”
 
   When Selina finished signing all of what Jody had said, Kat put her hands to her mouth to stifle what Jody assumed to be a laugh. She flashed a few signs to Selina, who had a bit of a giggle herself.
 
   “Okay,” Jody said with as much of a scowl as he could muster, “what’s so funny?”
 
   “She says that you seem way too prepared for the walking dead. She wants to know if you were one of those types who watched those kinds of movies.”
 
   “Not really.” Jody shook his head. “But you would be surprised at how many out-of-the-ordinary scenarios you get thrown at you when you are on active duty in a foreign and hostile country.”
 
   Selina signed Jody’s response. Kat nodded with a sudden look of seriousness on her face. She got up, walked over to Jody and gave him a hug.
 
   “What was that for?” he asked.
 
   Kat was already signing to Selina before he had finished the question.
 
   “She says thank you for serving and taking care of this country. And that, even now, when there is no more country to protect, you are doing the honorable thing.”
 
   With that, the two females huddled together, sharing their blankets for added warmth, and went to sleep. Jody got up and went to the door, giving one look back at his companions. He hoped desperately that there were more of his brothers-in-arms out there…and that they were not like Slider.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Major Wanda Beers signaled for the caravan to stop. For two days they had travelled in search of that ragtag group of rejects that had blindly followed Willa.
 
   “Traitorous bitch,” the major grumbled as she looked back at her convoy.
 
   During the past two days, they had lost three vehicles. It was likely that they would be without any before much longer. Gasoline was becoming harder to find. And what they did manage to scavenge was almost useless. 
 
   She needed to find a place to settle in for the winter. Maybe there really was no longer any reason to look for the president’s daughter. It wasn’t likely that there would be anybody left to give two shits. 
 
   Actually, if she was being honest with herself, she hadn’t cared whether they found that little over-entitled brat to begin with. She was simply seeking leverage. It didn’t take a genius to know that the world was screwed three ways to Sunday. Yet, for some strange reason, people were having difficulty coming to grips with what was truly valuable these days.
 
   So, some idiot commander of whatever military unit she would happen upon was likely to drop his guard if word came that Wanda’s group had the president’s daughter. By the time they knew what hit them, she would assimilate all who were of the right mind and do away with the dregs. It was all about survival now.
 
   That was why she hadn’t killed that scrawny little brainiac, Kevin Dreon. He held a commodity that was in short supply: the ability to think outside the box and create a survivable scenario. She should have been more careful with him. Perhaps she should have tried a more gentle approach. 
 
   But when one of her patrols told her that Willa had been spotted, she had let her anger overwhelm her intellect. Now she had let a valuable resource slip away. But at least she was rid of that damned retard.
 
   “Damn,” she whispered. She already knew what her mistake had been. She also knew that, after two days, there would be nothing to find when she got back. Well, it couldn’t be helped now.
 
   It was time to hit the ‘reset’ button and start from square one. Up ahead were the wasted remains of a small town. The signs (the ones still standing or hanging anyway) had declared that this should be Conesville. It wasn’t difficult to deduce the cause of the devastation. To the east of town, across a small river, sat a big power plant. Thankfully, it was not of the nuclear variety. 
 
   She had heard that, in the final days of communication, the government had ordered all nuke facilities shut down to try and minimize the potential for disaster. She had heard that some had actually been successful. However, shutting down a nuclear power facility is not like simply turning off a switch and calling it good. And if the amount of devastation that she saw here was any indication of what could go wrong when a conventional plant went haywire, she wanted no part of the other.
 
   Still, the broken buildings of the American Electric Supply facility sat in a pretty good spot. The river bowed around like a natural barricade for three sides with what looked like only one bridge providing access. There was a train bridge, but it was the type with open air between each wooden slat. A few zombies could be seen sticking up at odd angles across the span. A grouping of large hills sat at the back. She could plant her flag here and hold it.
 
   She began barking orders, occasionally dressing somebody down if they were not moving with the speed and efficiency that she demanded. I need to instill absolute obedience from this point forward, she thought as she alternated between setting up her own field tent and observing the troops.
 
   It was not enough to simply be ruthless. Leaders like that tended to have “accidents” in the field. She had to balance her strict discipline with rewards and even occasional praise. To that end, she decided that it was time to select her staff. All this time on the road had inflicted enough casualties to decimate the old chain-of-command. Besides, they had managed to scoop up a few civilians along the way who were meshing nicely with the new order.
 
   Once her tent was in place—this she always did herself to show that she was not above rolling up her sleeves and working—Major Beers pulled out the last muster list. There had been three desertions in the past forty-eight hours. Yep, she thought, it was time to make some changes.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
   2
 
   The Geek’s First Decision
 
    
 
   Kevin slid down the hill. It started out controlled, but the steepness eventually took over. His foot caught something hidden in the snow and he flipped sideways and began to roll. The ice-crusted surface cracked and groaned under the weight of his body, but had not yet broken open. Ahead of him, Valarie slid on her stomach and seemed to be enjoying it! She was apparently oblivious to the hundreds of undead that were just now reaching the edge of the hill and tumbling gracelessly over in pursuit.
 
   Reaching the bottom, he struggled to his feet. He looked around and could not see Valarie. His heart leapt to his throat until she stood up a few yards away and began shaking the snow out of her hair and brushing it from her coat.
 
   Leaping forward, he did his best to gather his bearings. Despite having made this journey before, the fact that everything was coated in white prevented him from having any concrete idea as to where he might be. Finally, off in the distance he saw the welcome sight of one of those large signs that you find mounted over a highway.
 
   Bounding towards Valarie, Kevin risked a glance over his shoulder. They were still coming over the crest of the hill. If he had to guess, he would venture to say that there had to be at least a few thousand in pursuit.
 
   He took her hand as he started towards the green beacon that stood out in the white and gray of the landscape. The words were impossible to make out from this distance, but he didn’t care at the moment where he was heading, he simply wanted to give the horde on his heels the slip.
 
   Valarie did a surprisingly good job of keeping up. Every so often she would slow down, but as long as Kevin kept urging her, she followed without hesitation. 
 
   As they reached the top of a gentle slope, Kevin took the opportunity to look back. They had opened considerable distance on the wall of undeath. The zombies were having a far worse time navigating the snow. Also, as an odd but welcome bonus, the front of the pack was creating a wave of snow that was building in front of them. And while Kevin had seen firsthand the amazing amount of damage that a concentrated group of undead could wreak on an area, the snow was turning into an actual barrier. Hopefully it would grow high enough to obscure their vision, he found himself wishing.
 
   However, he was not foolish enough to count on such things. He gave a slight tug on Valarie’s hand. This time, she did not budge. He glanced at her to discover that she was staring off to the right. Kevin looked, his heart daring to hope. In the books and movies, this would be where he conveniently crossed paths with his friends that he had sent on ahead. Just once, let this be like the movies, he prayed to whatever might be answering those calls these days.
 
   He turned and scanned the horizon. He didn’t see anything other than more snow. The landscape was unremarkable. Nothing was moving. He looked back at Valarie who still seemed intent on the distant hills of white that were in the opposite direction of the sign that he was pretty sure would put them back on Highway 16. That was the road back to Newark and towards Willa’s group. That was where he sent his friends. That was where he needed to go.
 
   He tugged again, but this time, Valarie pulled away and started walking in the direction that she had been looking. Another look back at the oncoming zombie wave offered little comfort. They were not moving fast, but they were still coming. To make matters just a bit worse, Valarie’s path would actually angle them towards the horde.
 
   “We can’t go that way, Valarie,” Kevin called, moving to get around in front of the girl.
 
   She stopped and stared up at him with her chocolate-brown eyes that almost matched her skin tone. Her face broke into that smile that made him think of his sister. He didn’t know what it was about people affected with Down’s, but they had a smile that shot from their eyes and went straight to your heart.
 
   “We need to go this way,” Valarie insisted.
 
   Okay, Kevin thought, so far, the mantra about how things were not like in the movies had held true. Yet, wasn’t this about the time when people started tapping into their psychic abilities? Besides, Valarie was already known to have delusions about dead people talking to her. Maybe this was that moment.
 
   “Is somebody telling you that we need to go that way?” Kevin asked.
 
   “No,” Valarie’s face scrunched up and she looked around. “I am alone with you. Who else is there?”
 
   Hmm, scratch that. “Okay then, “ Kevin said with a nod as he cast another glance at the wall of undead that were still coming despite this little scene break. “Why do we need to go that way?”
 
   “If we go back up that hill over there, we can go behind the monsters and get Shari.” 
 
   Kevin felt his chest tighten. He’d had to put a bolt from his crossbow into her head. He’d used a sleeper hold to but her out first. But then he had covered her face and shot her. She’d busted her leg to the point where she could no longer walk. The house they were in was surrounded and there was no way she would make it out. Rather than let her be eaten, he’d killed her.
 
   His mind would not let him try to find a nicer word to place on it. It hadn’t been murder. She’d insisted. She knew that her fate was sealed. She knew she was going to die and had chosen a quick death versus being eaten alive.
 
   “Shari is gone, Valarie,” Kevin placed his hands on the girl’s arms and looked into her eyes. “She won’t be coming back.”
 
   “But she promised that she would stay with me,” Valarie insisted. She looked up at Kevin with that childlike innocence. It was the same look he saw every time he thought about his sister.
 
   Kevin wondered if she had continued to insist that he was coming back. He wondered if, just maybe, somebody was taking care of her wherever she was at.
 
   She’s dead, you idiot, a voice in his head screamed, and you will be too if you don’t move your ass!
 
   “She couldn’t come,” Kevin insisted, pulling Valarie just slightly in an attempt to get her to start coming his way.
 
   “But she promised,” Valarie repeated as a tear welled up and cascaded down her cheek.
 
   “I know, and she is really sorry. But she asked me to have you watch over her little sister for her since she can’t make it,” Kevin said in a burst of inspiration.
 
   Valarie dropped her head in surrender, but at least she was moving in the right direction. Kevin gradually got their speed up again to open the distance once more. He figured he might need all the cushion he could manage in case something else came up.
 
   Fortunately, they made it to the highway. The first thing that Kevin noticed was the tracks from his and Peter’s trip, They were a bit faded and snow blown, but he was pretty certain that there weren’t too many other people to have passed this way on a snowmobile.
 
   Not only that, but evidence of another herd passing this way could be seen once he started toward the sign. From the looks of it, they had come from across the median and then started towards Newark. That was probably the group that had forced him and Willa to abandon their Snow Cat. The good thing about them having come through was that it would make travel easier. Unfortunately, that would also hold true for the zombies still on their trail. He had to find a way to ditch them.
 
   There was another overpass in the distance beyond the one they would be going under. He looked back and tried to gauge his lead. He might be able to pull it off, but it was going to mean that Valarie would need to do exactly as he asked. 
 
   Continuing to look back as he half jogged and half speed walked the distance that got them to the base of the slope that they would need to climb, Kevin began to feel just a teensy bit of relief. The zombies had not come into view yet. Logic would say that as long as he could not see them, they could not see him.
 
   “Okay, up the hill, Valarie,” Kevin tried to make it sound like this was going to be the most fun thing in the world.
 
   “Can we rest for a while, I’m tired,” Valarie sniffed.
 
   “As soon as we get to the top of that hill, I am going to let you sit down. In fact, you can even take a nap if you want.”
 
   “I can’t take a nap up there. It is in the middle of outside,” Valarie argued.
 
   “Pretend we’re camping,” Kevin said as he tightened his grip on her hand and started up.
 
   It wasn’t as difficult as he’d imagined. The snow was almost knee deep and actually helped to support the backs of their legs as they climbed. When they reached the top, Kevin kept his eyes looking back. So far they were still obstructed from view. Now, as long as the stupid zombies didn’t track them by their trail in the snow and the obvious path they took climbing onto this overpass…they might get lucky.
 
   He considered his plan again once they made it over the retaining wall. They could just keep running and hope for something to distract the zombies, or maybe they would come upon Aleah and the others and the group could devise something. 
 
   He glanced over at Valarie and was amazed to discover that she was asleep. Her chin had drooped down to her chest and she was breathing the slow, deep, regular pattern of somebody on a visit to ‘La-La Land’. He marveled at her ability to disconnect so suddenly and completely. Not for the first time, he wondered how she had survived as long as she had all by herself.
 
   Small town or not, she had co-existed with quite a few of the walking dead. Granted, she was one of those who displayed immunity to the bite—and had the scars to prove it—but if enough of them got you at once, immunity was not going to help. Of course, she had cut the legs off of all the zombies in town, so keeping away from them had not proved too great of a challenge.
 
   Kevin pulled the bag from his shoulder. He had managed to collect a few things in the short while since he had left his group to find Shari and Valarie. He’d even managed to scoop a few things from a house just after Major Beers and her army left. It wasn’t much, but there was one thing in particular that he had found that he wanted to take a look at. In the bedroom on the nightstand had been a small prescription bottle of Ambien. After finding the bottle, he took a peek over the side of the overpass. Sure enough, the horde was headed his way. He ducked back down, not sure how acute their vision might be.
 
   He glanced at Valarie and his eyes began to water involuntarily. Images of his little sister flooded his mind before he could slam the lid shut on the box that they were carefully stored in.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’ve seen the news, Mom,” Kevin said as he moved from room to room in his home. He was pretty sure that everything he might need had already been packed when he’d first made his ‘bug out’ bags.
 
   “Don’t get that tone with me Kevin Walter Dreon,” his mother snapped in his ear.
 
   Great, she’s pulling out the middle name while the whole freaking world is about to come apart, he thought.
 
   “Mom, I’m not trying to get any tone with you,” Kevin tried to sound contrite. He was never very good at it, especially when he was agitated. “But you need to listen to me. The news is not just over-blowing something. This is not a plot by the crazy liberals to divert the American people from the issues. What you are seeing on television is real. You and Sara need to head to the cabin and stay there.”
 
   “But zombies, Kevin?” his mother said with practiced skepticism.
 
   Seriously, was she not watching the same television news stories that had been running on a constant loop the past several hours? Hell, reporters from CNN and Fox News were working together and sharing footage. That had to be a sign of the end of the world. 
 
   The media could call it “Blue Death” or whatever clever little slogan they wanted to use for their banners, but this was going to end bad for humanity. That was something that Kevin was certain of as he glanced at the television to see that CDC doctor, Linda Singh, come on and deny that there was a problem for the hundredth time in the past few hours.
 
   “I’ll show you adolescent fantasy,” Kevin grumbled.
 
   “What!” his mother’s voice was shrill in his ear.
 
   “Nothing, Mom. Just do what I tell you on this one.”
 
   “Also, your sister is here. Maybe you could talk to her.”
 
   He recognized the tone. That meant that Sara was having what his mother referred to as “one of her episodes.” The reality was that she simply did not know how to deal with the girl. In fact, it was sort of ironic that Sara and Kevin had bonded so completely after the way he had initially acted when she was brought home.
 
   “What is she doing?” Kevin asked with genuine concern.
 
   “Actually…it is what she won’t do. She won’t talk, she won’t eat. And if I try to touch her she throws herself on the floor and holds her breath until she passes out.”
 
   Kevin tried to keep the smile out of his voice. On his last visit, Sara told him that she saw a boy in a store do that until his mom bought him a toy. Not thinking, he had said, “Well, next time Mom is not listening to you…try it.”
 
   People tended to think that just because Sara had Down’s that she was stupid. Nothing could be farther from the truth. In fact, what she lacked in her ability with what you might consider “traditional” school learning, she more than made up for in sheer cleverness.
 
   “Put her on the phone.”
 
   He heard his mother cover the receiver and call for his sister. There was a pause, then some muffled conversation before he heard her voice in his ear.
 
   “Kevvy?” She had always had problems with the “in” part of his name for some reason.
 
   “You okay, Sara?” he asked in a voice that he used on nobody else but his little sister.
 
   “Mama won’t let me watch the television. She says it is broken, but I hear it every single time I go in my room. I wanna watch my cartoons.”
 
   “Tell ya what,” Kevin made his voice sound like he was about to deliver a big secret. “I will talk to Mom, but I want you to do me a very big favor.” 
 
   “Okay, Kevvy,” Sara agreed.
 
   “You and Mom are gonna take a long drive. I want you to be really good for her. And once you get in the car, I want you to stay in there until you get to the lake. Will you do that for me?”
 
   “But we aren’t going to the lake until you come home to visit.”
 
   “I know that, but I will meet you there.” 
 
   Kevin felt a twinge of shame. He knew damn well where he was headed, and it wasn’t the lake. He’d been to a few survivalist camps in the past four years. The last one had made the greatest impression. One of the core teachings was that, in the event of a real catastrophe, the worst thing that you could do is go into seclusion with family.
 
   “Just how do you propose to repopulate when everybody with you is a relative. Also, if you put all the eggs in one basket and that basket falls…what happens to all the eggs inside?” the instructor had barked during the seminar portion of the camp.
 
   Kevin’s mind was a stickler for logic. Everything that this man said made perfect sense. As painful as it was, he was sending his family to the safest place he could think that they might actually go. Meanwhile, he had other plans.
 
   “…by telling her that!” Kevin’s mother’s voice was snapping in his ear. 
 
   “Mom, listen,” Kevin took a deep breath before he spoke. “I know that you think I am a bit of a geek. You’re right. But if you are watching the same thing on television that I am, then you can’t deny what your eyes are seeing. I don’t care if you want to believe this or not, but those people on television are zombies. The media can label this any way they like…but it is what it is.”
 
   “But telling Sara—”
 
   “Mom, if you stay in that house you will die and Sara will die and the fault will be YOURS!” He’d never actually raised his voice to his mother before. It felt strange. Silence on the line had him wondering if she’d simply hung up.
 
   “I’ll go, Kevin,” his mother said in a whisper.
 
   For just a second he felt a surge of something in his heart. He’d stepped in and assumed the man role. His mother had conceded to his request. But something in his mother’s voice was…wrong.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kevin shook his head and cleared it. He glanced over at Valarie again. She was still in what seemed to be a very deep sleep. With all that she and Shari had been forced to endure, he wondered how much sleep the girl had actually gotten in the past several days.
 
   He was about to risk a peek over the side when he froze. The sounds of countless feet trudging through the snow could be heard. Occasionally he could hear what sounded like a wheezing moan or the strains of a baby cry.
 
   The zombie mob was passing directly below them! Kevin thought about it for a second and then slithered across the snow-covered road of the overpass. While there would be the possibility that one of the zombies might spot him if he looked at the zombie parade as it trudged past, he seriously doubted that any of them were looking over their shoulders.
 
   “Dogs don’t look up!” a British-accented voice declared in his head. He hoped that zombies didn’t look back.
 
   By the time he reached the other side, he was more than just a little uncomfortable. As he’d crawled across on his stomach trying his best to be quiet, he’d managed to scoop what felt like a considerable amount of snow down the front of his pants. 
 
   Having reached the other side, he poked his head up. The wall of undead was spread almost all the way across the highway’s east and west bound lanes. They were already stretched out for what had to be at least a hundred yards going west towards Newark.
 
   Suddenly, the wall of vehicles across the highway that he and Peter had found made sense. He didn’t know why he hadn’t realized it before. Willa’s group didn’t just have that in place to deter the living; it was a perfect way to divert an oncoming horde of the undead.
 
   He decided that the only thing he could do now was wait out the passing of this mob. A glance back at Valarie confirmed that she was still out cold (pardon the pun). He would need to see about keeping her warm. He would finally be able to put to use some of the more extreme survivalist training he’d learned. He just hoped that it actually worked for extended periods of time. They were not going to be able to move from this spot for probably the rest of the day.
 
   He crawled back, wincing as a fresh batch of snow was scooped down the front of his pants. Deciding that there was no sense in moving her a bit (plus he didn’t want her to wake up for as long as possible, one sound from her would ruin everything they had achieved) he went to work scooping some of the snow out from around a spot in the middle of the road. 
 
   It was exhausting work, and he realized as his stomach began to cramp along with the muscles in his arms, legs, and back, that he was starving. He wished that he had something to remedy that problem, but “wish in one hand and poop in the other…see which one gets full first” is what his dad used to always say.
 
   Before long, he had an impressive mound of snow. He set to digging at a slight upward angle into the oblong dome that he had created after letting it sit for a bit and firm up.
 
   Every so often, he would check on the progress of the mob. Around mid-afternoon when he had dug in far enough and hollowed out a little room complete with a “bench” along one wall, he checked and discovered that they were down to just stragglers passing underneath. In between building their little snow dome and checking on zombies, Kevin’s mind had time to wander back again…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kevin turned up his police scanner. It had been a non-stop source of chatter for the past day and a half. Most of it was unremarkable in the first few hours, but it had changed in tone some time yesterday, and now it was like having a horror movie on in the other room and just listening to it play.
 
   For the past twenty minutes he’d been listening to transmissions between a paramedic team, at least two police officers, and a dispatcher that had been on the job for the past fifteen hours if Kevin’s calculations were correct.
 
   “…windows of the mobile home show definite signs of an attack,” a female voice reported. She had been the first officer to reach the scene when the paramedics had called for police back up during a call where a husband had called for help when his sick wife had attacked not only him, but the family dog; a Dachshund named Brutus from what Kevin remembered during an earlier part of the audio drama.
 
   For a moment, he felt just a hint of remorse at finding himself so riveted to what was unfolding on his scanner. He knew that this was real and that those were actually living, breathing people being affected, but he couldn’t help himself.
 
   “…and the EMT vehicle is open with no sign of the crew.” Now the female officer was approaching the residence. “The front door is shut, but I can hear something on the other side of the door. I believe that we have responders down at my location, please send an EMT team and back up to my location.”
 
   “Officer Wilson, be advised, do not enter the residence,” the dispatcher warned. “Back up is en route…ETA two minutes.”
 
   “Copy,” was the only reply.
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Officer Wilson,” Kevin called out from his hallway as he pulled down a few boxes from the shelf. 
 
   Opening the boxes, Kevin sorted through the notebooks from the various survivalist seminars and camps that he’d attended. He finally found the one he needed and grabbed the checklist.
 
   He listened for a few more minutes until he heard what was now starting to become the standard conclusion to these ordeals. 
 
   “Unit Seven…Officer Wilson…please respond. Officer Wilson, this is dispatch…please acknowledge…”
 
   Nothing but static. 
 
   He went to his computer and entered everything on the list and sent it to his three friends, Mike, Cary, and Darrin. He told them all to reply within the next hour confirming which of the listed items that they had currently in their possession. He also set the time for their rendezvous for 4AM at Trashmore Park.
 
   Going out to the Ford Escort, he loaded in the first of his supplies. “So close to paid off,” he whispered. And now, the credit rating he had been trying to build when he had convinced his mother to co-sign on the loan wouldn’t matter one bit All around the complex, he could hear the echo of the same news reports being played on what sounded like every single apartment in the place.
 
   “Hey…Cameron?” a voice called with a certain tentativeness.
 
   Kevin looked around and his eyes tracked up to the fourth floor balcony (the apartment just above his). A dark haired beauty stared down at him with a beer in her hand. She had lived above Kevin for almost five months. He was almost certain that she was a dancer at one of Norfolk’s many go-go bars. She might have said a dozen words to him since she’d moved in.
 
   “Me?” he asked, trying not to let his eyes pop out of his head. She was wearing nothing more than a bra and G-string.
 
   “Yes,” the tall, slender young woman replied with a gesture of her hands that obviously was meant to draw his attention to the fact that there was nobody else present.
 
   “My name is Kevin.”
 
   “Oh…you sure it’s not Cameron.”
 
   “I could call my mom and ask, but I’m pretty sure.” He didn’t have time for this and made no attempt to hide his annoyance. She didn’t seem to notice…or care.
 
   “You been watching the news?”
 
   “Kinda hard not to…even the Cartoon Network is running this stuff.”
 
   “So is that doctor lady right…or are those guys saying that this is zombies telling the truth?” She tried to laugh off the last part of her question as if that might persuade Kevin to give her the answer that he was pretty sure she wanted to hear.
 
   “I wouldn’t stay in the city too long,” Kevin said. “I think that doctor is spewing what she is told to say by the powers-that-be.”
 
   “Is that what you’re—” she began to ask, but Kevin’s cell rang. The theme from Sesame Street caused him to instantly forget the current conversation.
 
   “Yes, Sara?” he answered and headed inside to grab his next load. He never noticed the scowl on his upstairs neighbor’s face. She was not used to being ignored…especially by guys.
 
   “Kevvy, can I bring my Barbie? Mom says to just leave it here and I can play with it when I get back,” his little sister’s voice pleaded.
 
   “Let me talk to Mom.” Kevin took a deep breath. Were they really haggling over a Barbie doll while the world fell apart?
 
   There was the sound of shuffling and a few muffled words. He knew that tone in his mother’s voice. She was at her breaking point. Once she reached this degree of frustration, she was almost impossible to talk to.
 
   “Kevin, if I am going to have to pack every single little thing to keep her entertained…we might as well just stay home,” his mother started in the moment that she came on the phone.
 
   “Mom, stop.” Kevin put as much authority into his voice as he could. He knew that he was going to need to take charge of the situation right away in order to get his mom to listen and do what needed doing. “It is a doll. It won’t take any room at all and it will keep her quiet.”
 
   “And then it will be the clothes, and then that gawdawful Dream House. Why did you get her that garbage, Kevin? You know it sets an unrealistic expectation upon girls when they are at an impressionable age.”
 
   “Mom…STOP!” Kevin barked. “This is not a fucking game. Now get the stuff in the car and you two get moving. This is going to get a helluva lot worse before it gets better, and when it does you guys need to be long gone.”
 
   There was silence on the line. It was really obvious that his mother was struggling with this. He just needed her to hold it together long enough for the two of them to get to the cabin. If she had a meltdown there, nobody (and hopefully nothing) would be within miles.
 
   “I saw one of them, Kevin,” his mother whispered. “Missus James…she is in her backyard. At first I thought she was gardening or something, but she was following after that yipping little rodent of a dog that she owns. I was upstairs in my room and looked out the window. She…trapped it…” 
 
   His mother went silent for a second, but he could still hear her breathing. He would let her get this out. Maybe then she would accept the harsh reality.
 
   “She caught it on the porch and tore it open with her teeth, Kevin. And that little dog yelped and howled…but nobody came. Now…now they are both out there in the yard! Walking around. That little dog is dragging itself by its front legs.”
 
   Kevin filed that thought away. He was a little surprised to hear that whatever this was, it was jumping species. Of course this was no ordinary virus or disease, so what he knew from the movies was really just a lot of supposition.
 
   “Mom, let her bring the Barbie, but you two get out of there within the hour. You hear me?”
 
   “And when are you going to join us?”
 
   Kevin had hoped that she wouldn’t actually ask him that question. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that he wasn’t coming. She wouldn’t understand.
 
   “Mom…this is something that I have spent my life preparing for. I can help. I need to be able to do something and make a difference,” he lied.
 
   “Wait…what? Are you saying that you aren’t coming?” his mother asked, her voice growing just a bit shrill.
 
   “I said I can’t come right away. Besides, the government might get a handle on this in a few weeks…months at the most—”
 
   “Months!” his mother exploded. “Kevin, you can’t expect me to just take Sara out into the middle of nowhere without knowing what has happened to you.”
 
   “Mom…if anybody has a shot at making it through this…I do.” He wasn’t used to bragging, especially to his mother. Talking trash to his friends during one of their marathon Halo sessions was one thing. Real life was an entirely different matter.
 
   “And what am I supposed to do?” his mother said. 
 
   It took a moment, but he finally realized that his mother was actually asking him. She had no idea what to do. For a moment, he considered scrapping his plan. Actually he had a series of plans. Each one was based on his evaluation of just how serious he believed the situation to be. If he felt there was any chance that things would recover, he planned on fortifying his location and riding it out. The extreme scenario involved a run for a sparsely populated part of the country—he had chosen South Dakota, but that didn’t seem likely at the moment.
 
   “Get all the food you can load into the car and leave now. Once you get on the road, Sara won’t care. She will be too busy pointing out cows and trees and pretty water,” Kevin said. 
 
   He remembered the first time that he took his sister for a drive. At first, she drove him crazy. Then, it slowly dawned on him that she really hadn’t been anywhere. His mother, while she loved her daughter, seemed reluctant to take the girl anyplace public. The world was a wondrous place to his little sister.
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this, Kevin.”
 
   “Mom…I know you’re scared, but if you are considering staying at home, just look outside at Missus James…and her dog.”
 
   “I am going to load the car. Will you talk to your sister while I do?”
 
   He glanced around his apartment. As far as he could see, it was ready if he decided to stay. There were a few things he still needed to take to his car in case he changed his mind, but that was simply the last resort. The only reason he’d taken anything down this early when he was still very much doubting that the “Final Option” scenario would be coming in to play was because it was simply his nature to prepare for the worst case.
 
   “Fine…put her on,” Kevin agreed.
 
   “Kevvy?” She must have been standing there beside their mother the entire time for as fast as she came on the line.
 
   “So…are you ready to go to the cabin?” Kevin’s voice immediately changed. The only person he ever spoke to with any real warmth was his sister.
 
   “Can I bring my Barbie?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   There was a squeal of happiness on the other end. That was probably the one aspect of his sister that he had grown so fond of…her complete lack of an emotional filter. If she liked something, she was a bundle of squeals and giggles. Conversely, if she didn’t like something…be prepared to duck.
 
   “So I need you to help me with something,” Kevin said. “I want you to keep a close eye on Mom and make sure that she is okay.”
 
   “Is she sick?”
 
   “No…but—” he started, struggling to come up with the right words.
 
   “Is she gonna turn into one of those monsters like on television or in Missus James’ yard?”
 
   “You shouldn’t be watching the television,” Kevin snapped.
 
   “But I was looking for my toons,” she protested.
 
   “Toons won’t be on for a while,” Kevin insisted. “You stay away from television, okay? For me?” He hated pulling out the secret weapon, but things were going to be rough enough on her without those images stuck in her head.
 
   He had been stunned to realize just how much she absorbed. He’d taken her to see a few movies over the years, but when he’d taken her to see The Rocky Horror Picture Show (Mike had been working the box office and not said a word when he showed up at the window with a seven-year-old Sara dressed like Magenta) and she had pointed out that the man who answered the door to Frank’s castle was the same man from the wedding, his jaw almost snapped it dropped so hard.
 
   “How did he get to the castle so fast, Kevvy?”
 
   At first he’d had no idea what she was talking about, then he realized that she was talking about Riff Raff. There were other examples, but that was always the one that stuck with him. His sister might have Down’s, but she had an eye for details that he never could figure out.
 
   “Okay…no more television. But when my toons come back, can I watch them again?” she asked.
 
   “Huh?” Kevin shook his head. “Oh…yeah.”
 
   Just then, the sound of breaking glass sounded, followed by his mother’s scream. A wave of fear battled with the nausea that hit him in the gut.
 
   “Miss James is trying to get in the kitchen win—” Sara started, but the phone was yanked away.
 
   “We’re leaving now, Kevin. Try to get to us as soon as you can.”
 
   Those were the last words he heard from his mother or sister. He spent the rest of the day checking and re-checking his set up. He was pretty convinced that he could hold out for at least a month if it came to it. The third floor wasn’t ideal, but since each building was self-contained with a flight of stairs that split it in half—four units on each side of the stairwell with a U-shaped walkway that allowed the residents to come up and turn left or right to their front door—it would be easy to defend if things didn’t get out of hand.
 
   He was in a chat room with his three friends when the announcement came. Of course, they’d already seen enough on television by then for him to make the call, but that announcement sealed the deal.
 
   “…the president has declared a state of martial law that goes in to effect immediately. He urges Americans to locate the closest FEMA center and report there immediately. Local governments have been given the task to activate full emergency resource protocols. Your local stations should have the information scrolling within the hour. As soon as day breaks in your area, you should be prepared to move immediately. Military, National Guard, and local law enforcement will be deploying to facilitate evacuations if possible. 
 
   “Please be advised that martial law will be in effect from sunset to sunrise from this point forward. Any citizens seen out will be considered to be infected or engaged in looting and considered a threat. Deadly force has been authorized…”
 
   The talking head droned on, but Kevin had heard all that he needed to hear. He hammered away on his keyboard. At first there was some hesitation as he laid out his full plan, but eventually the guys came around. Of course it helped when Mike and Cary had to put one of those things down themselves.
 
   He and Darrin haggled over the best location to meet up. Darrin wanted to meet out by the Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge, but Kevin insisted that they meet in a location central to where they lived. The more they were out running around on their own, the more likely they were to run into problems.
 
   Once it was agreed that they all meet at Trashmore Park, Kevin went into overdrive getting ready to leave. He brought up Map Quest on his computer and sought the closest pawn shop in relation to his house. He had never actually gone in to one before, but he figured that would be the easiest nut to crack this early into the zombie apocalypse. He was amazed at how many there were within just a few blocks of his place.
 
   He figured that they simply blended in with the landscape. If you didn’t actually need one, you likely never realized they were there. However, once you were aware, it was like you tripped over one every time you turned around.
 
   He found a cluster of five within a quarter mile of his house that were also on the way to the rendezvous. He glanced outside and realized that he still had a few hours until sunrise. The sound of a single gunshot broke the stillness a moment after he shut off the television. He waited for another, but it didn’t come. That was when it struck him.
 
   Had he told his mother to bring the guns? He couldn’t remember. And as chaotic as it had gotten on her end, he wondered if the thought even occurred to her. He tried the number, but it went straight to voicemail. He had to rely on hope and the fact that his mother sounded as if she was starting to understand the situation at the end when Missus James had shown up at the window. He was ready, although he didn’t actually have any real firepower. He cursed himself for the hundredth time about that one. 
 
   He had a good assortment of medieval weaponry that he’d acquired over the years; most of it was even functional. However, he had always put off purchasing a gun. He had an idea of what he wanted. Heck, he’d even gone to the shooting range with an acquaintance who served in the Navy. The guy would go to sea and Kevin would watch his place. In exchange, the guy usually brought back a few trinkets and he always took Kevin shooting.
 
   Each time they went shooting, they would stop in the gun shop. The first time he saw some of the price tags, he almost had a heart attack. He’d had no idea that guns were so expensive. 
 
   Well…he would remedy that situation tonight. He had kept his scanner on and quickly figured out that. Martial law or no, the police had too much on their hands right now to worry about break-in alarms. To add to the woes of the local police department, apparently there were quite a few “no shows” at the last shift change. Obviously the men and women who had been working the past few days knew that it was bad; worse than what television was saying.
 
   At some point he had wandered out onto his porch. From there, he could see four fires flickering in the night. On the street that ran past his apartment complex a lone figure was staggering past. He couldn’t see it too well, but when it passed under the street light, his suspicions were confirmed.
 
   He was about to go inside when some movement directly down below caught his eye. Between his car and his upstairs neighbor’s something shifted. Kevin reached back and felt for the light switch. He flipped it and his living room went dark.
 
   It took a few minutes for his eyes to adjust. Once they did, he felt a brief surge of nausea threaten to squeeze the contents of his stomach. There was no mistaking the long, slender leg that jutted out from between the two cars.
 
   It was the rest of the picture that he had trouble putting together. His neighbor was busy feasting on some poor sap. That meant that, at some point, she had become infected and turned. That part was easy. However, he was really curious as to why she was wearing an emerald green teddy with what looked like black feathers trimming the top, thigh-high fishnet stockings, and one stiletto heeled pump.
 
   Even more interesting to him was how she could have possibly caught anybody while dressed that way. The shoes would probably be difficult to walk in during the best of circumstances. He couldn’t imagine a zombie trying to walk in stiletto heels.
 
   As he watched, his neighbor struggled to her knees and then stood. He actually had to stifle a laugh when she took a step and fell with an audible crunch into the dark void between the cars. He wanted to feel bad for her, he really did. But she had never been all that nice to him, and their earlier exchange just hours ago had been the longest he could remember.
 
   Moments later, the figure of a man—obviously her recent victim/snack—rose and stumbled out from between the cars. His pants were down around his ankles. That brought even more questions, but he simply did not have time to ponder them.
 
   After one final failed attempt to call his mother, he decided that it was time to get moving. For the briefest of seconds, he considered the decision to send his mother and sister their own way. In the end, it came down to his desire to survive. He shut off the voice in his head that called him a coward. He ignored the voice of Sara asking him when he was going to come join her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m hungry,” Valarie’s voice caused him to jump and hit his head on the top of the little hollowed out room he had fashioned.
 
   He’d managed to drag her into the snow cave without waking her; not for lack of trying. Once they were in and seated on his coat that he had laid out on the frozen floor, he pulled the comforter that he had liberated from the same house he had discovered the Ambien.
 
   Before long, he was actually convinced that they were warm. He could still see his breath turn to fog, but he felt his fingers and toes—mostly. That was a good sign. He wondered how bad the frostbite would turn out to be.
 
   “We just have to wait a while longer and then we can go. Once we get moving, I will find us some food,” Kevin whispered and patted the girl on the arm.
 
   That seemed to suffice. She snuggled back in close and was snoring again in minutes. On one hand, Kevin was grateful. He was left alone to clear his mind and think. On the other hand, he dreaded it. He was left alone to clear his mind…and think.
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   Blood in the Snow
 
    
 
   I am staring up at the sky. A small opening appeared in the clouds revealing just a hint of blue. I wondered if an angel would appear and scoop me up into its arms and rush me off to Heaven. Of course, for that to happen I would need to be all the way dead. I’m pretty sure that I’m not all the way dead…yet.
 
   A dull pain radiated out from my left shoulder. That was where the first bullet had struck. My vision blurred and I wiped at my eyes with my right hand. I looked at the glove and am not surprised to find it slick with blood. That second bullet had only grazed me. 
 
   I wonder if that was a good thing or a bad thing for the briefest of moments until the dark shadows of what I am certain will be the approaching zombies bathe me in dark coldness.
 
   Today has really sucked and it looks like it is about to get worse. Christ…has it only been one day? Was it really just this morning that Jake and Jesus came back with the news…?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “…you sure it was them?” I asked. Hell, I knew they were sure, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t entitled to a stupid question every now and then. Plus, I think it helped keep them aware that I didn’t always have the magic solution. Sometimes…I screwed up.
 
   “We didn’t cut them down,” Jesus said with a shrug. “There wasn’t time. But yeah…we’re sure.”
 
   A few weeks ago, I had made a decision that I was still struggling to come to grips with. It all started when Jon, Jesus, and Jake went on a search for supplies. They encountered a group of people that were barely hanging on. It had reached the point where they resorted to cannibalism.
 
   Long story short, we brought them all back here. Their numbers included a little girl around Thalia’s age named Misty (who saw me as the devil) and a man who was the apparent leader. Mr. Patton.
 
   At some point, he decided that he would rather try his luck out in the frozen wilds versus stay with us. As a group, we came to the decision that he was within his rights; but he would not take Misty until the weather changed. We told him that he was welcome to return in the spring to claim her if she wished to go.
 
   Now, I should make it very clear that Misty wanted nothing to do with that plan. She has made it difficult at times, but the past couple of days, she has seemed to settle in. She even helped Thalia set the table last night.
 
   “And you saw definite signs of survivors?” I asked.
 
   “Unless zombies have taken to stringing people up…just that alone would be confirmation, don’tcha think?” Jesus did a poor job of keeping the sarcasm from his voice.
 
   “Considering what we know of Mr. Patton, he could piss off the pope,” Jake offered. “But I still think we are looking at the possibility of some hostiles cruising the area. If they have a good knowledge of this locale, we might be paid a visit. I think we should set an extra watch down at the entrance during the day for a bit. Also, we want to talk to Jon, but I think it is a good idea if you let me and Jesus patrol the perimeter.”
 
   “You think it is that bad?” I was all for being cautious, but this seemed like perhaps there might be more to the story.
 
   The pair of soldiers looked at each other. I saw something passing back and forth. Yep…there was more to the story. I figured I could wait a few seconds while they decided to pass on what was probably vital information. Why did these two continue to treat me like I was an outsider? Oh yeah…because I was not in the military! Well it wasn’t me who decided that I should be the leader…or mayor…or whatever the hell they were calling me.
 
   “The gal that left with Patton,” Jake finally spoke. “She was gone. They killed the guys, and I am guessing that they took her.”
 
   “Fine…let Jon know what is up. Tell Billy to post up down on the stand. I will leave it to you guys to set a rotation. As far as the patrol thing…if Jon thinks it is a good idea, obviously I defer to his judgment.”
 
   The pair walked up to the cabin and went inside leaving me standing here out in the freezing cold to mull over this newest development. Honestly, I should have known it was coming. Other than a petulant child, we had not had trouble one in the past few weeks.
 
   Well…not since the loss of Emily.
 
   I was mildly surprised that not one single person had said a word to me when I came back inside that evening. Nobody asked if I’d put her down…nothing. I suspect that Dr. Zahn had something to do with that, but it is a can of worms that I did not want to open. Just this instant flash of thinking on how nobody had asked me anything was enough to get my throat tight and my eyes watering.
 
   I was walking up to the huge log cabin welcome center that acted as our home. Well, walked is not the right word exactly. In the past several weeks, the snow had really piled up. In fact, I now had a better understanding as to why the building was up on a platform supported by tree trunk-sized stilts that were about eight or so feet high. 
 
   Even with that much elevation off the ground, the snow had reached the porch. We didn’t have paths through the snow as much as we did troughs. In fact, we had so much snow, even the kids were growing weary of it.
 
   This winter was a real eye opener for us. I don’t think any of us truly realized how much infrastructure used to be in place to deal with this type of weather. But the reality was that the plows were not running anymore. Not only that, the ambient warmth from buildings and just simple population density was gone. There were no cars cruising along, clearing the roads. No heated buildings keeping the snow from building up. It was white for as far as the eye could see. Sure, the trees broke it up, but the landscape was one big white blanket.
 
   Nobody went outside alone. Nobody went outside without sunglasses. You kept as much skin covered as possible to minimize snowburn. We were still learning.
 
   I reached the porch when a ground shaking boom echoed from what seemed like everywhere. I looked around as snow fell from trees in heavy clumps.
 
   “Fireball to the south,” Cheryl called from the watch tower that we had built on top of the center.
 
   Two more concussive explosions came. I was almost certain that I felt the vibrations in my feet.
 
   “One to the north and one to the east!” Cheryl reported.
 
   In seconds, everybody was on the porch. For just a moment, I felt crowded. The only time all of us were in one place—minus whoever was on watch of course—was usually dinner.
 
   The chatter was a mix of concern and fear. I caught Jon’s gaze and motioned with my head for him to join me at the far end of the porch.
 
   “You get the report from Jake and Jesus?” I asked as soon as we were apart from the cluster.
 
   “Yeah.” Jon seemed distracted.
 
   “So should we sit tight, or do you think we should send some of the group to the fall back position?” I asked.
 
   Just outside of the small town of Joseph, Oregon we had a cache of supplies well hidden. In the event that we might need to abandon this place that we called home, we wanted to make sure that any who survived would have something to start over with. It seemed a bit fatalistic, but we had learned over the months that no place was safe from a zombie herd. Also, zombies might not be the only problem out there. Plenty of folks had taken advantage of the full-scale chaos.
 
   “Umm…Steve?” Cheryl called down. “Maybe you should come up here and take a look.”
 
   I hadn’t really gotten to know Doug or Cheryl that well, but she seemed like the level-headed sort. If she was rattled, I had to figure it was for good reason. I left Jon to organize things while I went to see what the matter was up in the crow’s nest.
 
   As soon as I made it through the trap door, she was trying to shove the binoculars into my hand. That is never a good sign. Also, she had fair skin to begin with, but she was noticeably more pale than usual. I put the glasses to my eyes and focused my attention in the direction that she had indicated.
 
   “You have got to be kidding.” That was all I could think to say. 
 
   From our location, you could not see the highway directly in front, but from the crow’s nest, you could see glimpses of it to the west as it crested a distant hill. That was one of the selling points for this location. Unless you knew where it was, you were not going to find it. We had removed the wooden National Forest Campground sign a while back. Finding us in this remote location would be like finding a needle in the proverbial haystack.
 
   However, what I saw sent a shiver of dread up my spine. At the top of a radio tower I spotted the first one. The upsetting part was when he waved at me. I say he in the generic sense, with all the layers of clothing, goggles, and cap, it was impossible to tell. Now, a simple wave might seem like no big deal, but as I scanned the horizon, I found twelve more sets of eyes on us from various cell towers as well as what looked like a few platforms that had been constructed in some of the trees across the valley.
 
   The only thing that had me confused was the big explosions. Then it struck me. That sound was the world’s loudest dinner bell. My hunch was confirmed before I was even down from the crow’s nest when three more explosions came one on top of the other. They were closer.
 
   Whoever this was, they were bringing any zombie for miles down on us. I thought back to when we had to evacuate Serenity Base. There had been a firefight, and the people who had wiped out that location reportedly used zombies as shock troops. I didn’t recall any explosions, but I was running scared at the time. Also, we got out just ahead of the attack. There were plenty of big booms and gunfire. Maybe I just had not been paying attention.
 
   When I reached the bottom of the ladder, Melissa was waiting. I didn’t have enough time to put up any sort of emotional expression filter. She saw it plain on my face.
 
   “It’s that bad?” she whispered.
 
   I looked over her shoulder at Thalia who was sitting in front of the fireplace with her Border collie, Buster. She was teaching the eager pup to hide her eyes to the delight of Misty who, on one of those rare occasions, did not notice that I was in the room. Anytime I came within visual range, that girl would clam up tighter than Fort Knox. 
 
   Watching from a few feet away were the two children that DeAngelo Cribbs and his wife had taken as their own: Rabia and Levent. These two had become our responsibility when a group of Muslim survivors arrived. A few had been bitten. For some reason, they thought it would be better to go out into the woods and die than take care of the ones who were still healthy. Yet, somebody in that group made the decision to leave the two children with us.
 
   It’s been a crazy few months.
 
   “I think so,” I finally answered Melissa. “And some of you will be leaving for the emergency fall back location in a little while.”
 
   I could tell that Melissa wanted to say something in the form of a protest. But her hands went to her swelling belly where our child was growing and she kept her arguments—whatever they might have been—to herself.
 
   “Everybody listen up!” Jon called as he came inside. “It looks like we have a serious band of raiders heading our way. I do not expect any sort of parlay with these folks. From all indications, these people don’t seem to be the talking type. Now, we are not just going to abandon what we have here. However, we will be sending some of you to the emergency shelter.”
 
   “Steve, Nickie, DeAngelo, Fiona and Doug, you will be staying here,” Jesus stepped forward and read from a scrap of paper.
 
   It seemed that Jon was assuming his role of our military leader. Thank God. I might be able to make some decisions, but this was so far outside of my element, I would not know where to begin.
 
   “Jake will lead the rest to our fallback location,” Jesus continued.
 
   “Perhaps Steve should change places with Brad,” Dr. Zahn offered. “As our appointed leader, I believe it would be best if he were to evacuate with the rest of us.”
 
   “I understand your point, Doc,” Jon said with a curt nod. “However, he is a better shot and we need our best for this.”
 
   “So is it my understanding that you intend on engaging these people?” Dr. Zahn was not finished. “From what I’ve heard and the very little that I’ve seen, it is a possibility that this is the same group that wiped out Serenity Base. No disrespect to you, sergeant, but Serenity had better firepower and equally competent soldiers.”
 
   “And if we were going to stand our ground, you would be absolutely correct,” Jon agreed. “However, that is not my plan.”
 
   I could tell that Dr. Zahn wanted to continue this little debate, but she was also smart enough to know how precious time was at this very moment. She shot me a look that I couldn’t decipher and went to her little closet/office, presumably to grab essentials.
 
   Melissa and Thalia clung to me for a moment. I did my best to say all those things that you have no power to actually fulfill. Things like “I’ll be fine” and “I will see you just as soon as this is over” sounded hollow in my ears, but seemed to have the desired effect on them.
 
   “I’ll keep ‘em safe,” Jake whispered in my ear before heading in back to hasten everybody along.
 
   I wanted to believe that probably as much as Melissa and Thalia wanted to believe the promises I’d just made to them. I’m not a big believer in premonition, but I thought I was seeing them for the last time as they headed out the back. My last image was Thalia skipping after Melissa with Buster on her leash like this was all a normal part of everyday life.
 
   I know I have said it before, but I marvel at the ability of children to push through something terrible and retain the capacity to smile and laugh. Smiles and laughter were a rare sight on the faces of the adults. Of course, days like this were the perfect example as to why that tended to be the case.
 
   Ten minutes later, it was just the seven of us. Jon had put us each to work on a different part of his plan. We would surrender the building, but it would come at a cost. I wondered how many sets of eyes were watching. Of course the group had left out the back and gone down the hill to the woods. Unless they actually had people in the trees around our perimeter, it was unlikely that they saw the departure of Jake and the others.
 
   Once we finished up inside, we slipped out the back as well. I was sent up the trail that I’d taken the day I proposed to Melissa. There were a couple of spots along the way up that gave me a perfect view into Death Alley. If they tried to bring a vehicle in from that direction, they were screwed.
 
   Jon accompanied me part way. He would be vanishing into the actual campground area. Dressed in white like he was, I imagine that he had some nasty surprises in store for these latest intruders into our happy little home.
 
   “You understand why we have to at least try and defend our position,” Jon finally spoke.
 
   Honestly, I didn’t. After all, we had a fall back location for a reason, right? Still, instead of seeming stupid or cowardly, I shrugged.
 
   “If we just run and don’t at least put up the semblance of a fight, we mark ourselves as easy pickings,” Jon said.
 
   “And who is gonna get that memo?” I quipped before I could catch myself.
 
   “I’ve been out there, Steve. It has gotten tribal. I imagine there are at least a half-dozen factions within a ten mile radius of us. These groups of raiders are probably establishing a pecking order. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had cordoned off the area and claimed jurisdiction.”
 
   “So this is to show we aren’t pushovers?” I wasn’t seeing the logic. As far as I was concerned, we could just find another place.
 
   “Partially,” Jon confirmed. “My hope is that the word will get out that we aren’t to be screwed with. Otherwise, we will have to start over. Do you really want to do this again? We just got things settled in, and now we just give it up?”
 
   “I guess I see what you are saying.” Actually, I was still a bit confused. It wasn’t like we were running into a lot of survivors. More like little trickles here and there.
 
   “Consider Nickie and Christina…or Doug and Cheryl,” Jon said. “They were with other groups before us. Things went bad and they ended up with us. I believe that there are more people like them out there.”
 
   “So?” I still wasn’t seeing his point, but I could tell he was trying to make one.
 
   “Patton and his group were a bust, but if he hadn’t killed the ones who were coming back around, maybe they join us. The reality is that we need numbers. That is one of the things that I have been watching out for when I make supply runs.”
 
   “We had numbers at Serenity,” I countered. “That didn’t do us much good.”
 
   “No disrespect, but Serenity was run poorly. The guys in charge were good men, but they were trying to simply secure a location. They were concerned with zombies, but they did not take the living into consideration. We can’t make that same mistake,” Jon insisted.
 
   “So what…we build an army?”
 
   “In a way,” Jon said with a nod. “We have to be prepared for ALL eventualities. The zombies are just a part of the problem.”
 
   “So what…are you saying it is like The Road Warrior out there?” I tried unsuccessfully to keep the chuckle out of my voice.
 
   “Steve, I don’t want to be a dick, but it is worse. You have had to stay in camp because of your leg. That little trip that we took with Dr. Zahn was nothing.”
 
   Nothing? He got bitten by a freaking zombie-wolf! We found a camp where people stew was simmering in a barrel. How the heck was that nothing?
 
   “Look, I’m not trying to make you feel bad, but you have had it kind of easy the past several weeks. Now that you are obviously doing better, maybe you should come on a run with me,” Jon said. I could tell that he was really trying not to come off as a jerk. I also realized that he was right. 
 
   I had been pretty much shackled to the homefront since busting my leg. That last run did not involve us doing any actual searching for anything. We knew where we were headed, and it still had a few hairy moments.
 
   “We can talk about this after,” Jon said with a pat on my shoulder.
 
   He certainly had given me some food for thought. I was mulling over the past few months when the first flash of movement down below caught my eye.
 
   I have no idea where they had found one, but one of the biggest steamrollers that I had ever seen was rolling into view through the trees. It was too wide for Death Alley, but the driver already had that figured out and veered to the left and out into the giant field that used to hold a pair of baseball/softball diamonds. Right behind it, like rats following the Pied Piper were several hundred zombies. Of course they were currently fixated on the steamroller, and would have almost no chance of making it up to the cabin due to the several feet of snow on the ground, but they would have no problem once that steamroller found one of our hand-dug trails.
 
   These guys knew what they were doing. What’s more, they had a fairly good idea of our set up. How long had they been scouting us? What could we have done to prevent it? I was so certain that we had found a safe place out here in this frozen landscape. Who would take the trouble?
 
   My answer was below. The steamroller had found the first trail. From here, I could see the driver start to zig and zag. He was going to use the deep snow to vanish from the zombies’ field of vision…or whatever they had.
 
   I watched as the steamroller eventually doubled back and vanished through the trees. From my position, I could see dark shapes spreading out to various paths. Every single one of those paths would eventually empty out into the parking lot area in front of the cabin. Our home.
 
   It was about twenty minutes later when I spotted the first of the living invaders. Actually, it was an even dozen. The group came out in the same spot where the steamroller had vanished. They were heading right for Death Alley. 
 
   Half of them went up on to one berm, the rest on the other. They were about three-quarters of the way to the other end when a single shot rang out. The person leading the group along the left berm—the one closest to the picnic grounds and farthest from the playing fields—staggered and fell.
 
   The remaining eleven froze for a second, but then quickly recovered and dove over either side of the berms. Once again, my position was an advantage. And now it was my turn to take part. I looked through the scope of my .30-06 and took a deep breath.
 
   Ammunition had become a precious commodity as of late. We were deep into the reserves of that very finite resource, but if not now…when? I sighted on one of the figures that had slid down the berm and was now crouched just below the lip. I could tell that they were calling out to each other, but even with as quiet as the world had become, they weren’t loud enough for me to hear anything.
 
   I took a deep breath, let it out slowly and squeezed. A spray of red splashed the snow signaling my hit. Four others had slipped down into the alley, and they were my responsibility. I could tell that they were frantic and looking around in an attempt to locate where the shots were coming from. One of them was even pointing in my general direction.
 
   I sighted in on my second target. The problem was that, for some strange reason, my hands had started to tremble. This had my target bouncing around in the scope like a jumping bean. I closed my eyes for a second and tried to gather myself. I had a job to do. Still, I guess I just have not reached the point where I have no problems killing another human being.
 
   Take all of the stuff about them “taking what is ours” and all that talk about how we have to show we are not to be messed with and this is homicide. Sure, I am defending what is mine, and I am trying to ensure the protection of my friends and family…but this is not a movie. People just do not kill other people without at least some struggle with conscience unless they are sociopathic. I lived a much greater portion of my life where law and order were in place. To just shed that does not come easy…or without a price.
 
   I opened my eyes again and had to reacquire the four individuals moving in the alley. I heard another series of shots and tried to get a fix on it as I zoomed in on the person whose life I was about to take. I put the crosshairs on the center mass of the torso and fired. The person fell back like they’d just taken a monster punch on the chin.
 
   I felt my stomach clench as long blonde hair spilled out from the hooded jacket. I could not make my body listen as I ordered my hands to move so that my scope would not linger on that face, but it was too late. I watched the final dying moments of a girl that could not have been much older than Teresa as blood frothed from her mouth leaving a bright red smear on her chin.
 
   “Just do your job or that could be Melissa…Thalia…” I snarled, trying with almost no success to pump myself up to take three more human lives. 
 
   I lined up my next shot. I could tell that the three remaining raiders were frantic. They were in a really bad spot. One of them had scrambled up the berm only to be picked off by one of my friends. I was pretty sure that Jon had told me who was where, but for some reason that information had simply deleted itself from my brain.
 
   That left two. I found myself wondering what exactly was going through their minds at this moment. I mean, they had obviously planned this attack. They had scouted our location and decided that we were a viable target. 
 
   Were they cursing the person who had given them this task? As a person who has seen his share of plans go sideways in a hurry, were they lamenting the plan, or just the execution? This is how I distracted my brain from the business of killing two more living souls.
 
   The last person was the hardest. He or she obviously knew that it was over and that death was coming in a steel jacket. The person tried the last ditch attempt at survival by throwing his or her hands up in the air. By now, the location of their executioner was obvious. The person turned in my general direction and dropped to his knees (I am using the thought that this is a “he” to provide even the slightest degree of comfort) with hands up in the universal sign of surrender.
 
   For the first time, I noticed that there was actually a considerable amount of gunfire happening. I know that I had heard a shot here or there, but this was a firefight. Somehow, I had blocked all of it out as I focused on my task and my targets. Now that it was just this one, my tunnel vision—and apparently tunnel hearing—was opening up to include more of what was going on around me.
 
   I pulled the trigger.
 
   The person fell over onto their back at an awkward angle and lay still. I pulled my eye from the scope, refusing to linger a second longer on the pattern of red that had created an obscene halo around the body of my latest victim.
 
   Now that I was no longer engrossed in the task of killing, I could take in a bit of what was happening below. I could see zombies spreading out in the various pathways. I could see a few bodies sprawled in red speckled snow. There was a pillar of black smoke rising from the woods just beyond the entrance to the campground area.
 
   I never heard a thing until the low wheeze sounded almost directly behind me. I spun just as hands clutched at my leg. It was a creeper and it was crusted in snow. It could have been up here for weeks inching along. I did not have time to look too closely as I brought the butt of my rifle down on its skull. It took four more solid strikes to end that thing.
 
   At some point in the struggle I had scooted back to the edge of the hill’s face. My attempt to sit up was the catalyst to send me over the edge when I attempted to plant my hands behind me. They plunged into the snow and sent a sheet of it cascading down the hill in a mini avalanche. 
 
   I fell backwards and rolled ass-over-tea kettle until I grazed a small pine tree. That was enough to slow my momentum and I slid—head still pointed down, unfortunately—until I made contact with a large rock.
 
   When I opened my eyes, I was staring up at the canopy of pines that managed against all odds to find a purchase in the side of this hill. The ringing died down, but was replaced by gunfire and shouting. It seemed that the battle had continued and gotten more heated during however long I was knocked out.
 
   I tried to sit up and was rewarded with a wave of nausea that made me roll sideways as I puked. Most of it missed me…most of it. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and tried not to look at the steaming pile of sick that decorated the snow.
 
   Rolling the other direction, I struggled to my feet. Under the trees, the snow was only a couple of feet deep. I did my best to try and regain my bearings. I had slid down far enough that the trees blocked me from being able to see Death Alley or our cabin. 
 
   Trying to orient yourself in a snow-covered landscape is bad enough. Trying to do it while your brain feels like it is vibrating is another thing entirely. 
 
   I was able to locate where I had been perched once I thought to visually follow the trail of my slide down the hill. (I told you my brain was rattled.) I had to concentrate real hard to try and picture the view from where I had been in order to get what I hoped was a general direction back to where Jon and the others were making life difficult for the would-be raiders.
 
   I started making my way down. I knew that Jon wanted me up on the ridge, but there really was no way that I would be able to make it back up from here. It was hard enough following the trail. Plus, I would be a big dark spot in a sea of white for anybody to take a shot at. 
 
   Once I reached the bottom and could hear the sounds of the creek, I had a pretty good idea where I was and made for the footbridge. The picnic grounds at the bottom of the hill would allow me to come in from the back of the cabin. I would have to move through the paths we dug out which meant that I was probably going to encounter more zombies than I would like. The other problem was that none of my people would know it was me.
 
   I considered staying put and seeing if anybody came my way, but as I climbed up onto one of the picnic tables, I saw something that made my mind up for me.
 
   I’d had no idea where Jon put everybody exactly. I knew that he had us all on the perimeter so that when the raiders came, they would be in a sort of crossfire. Apparently he had put Fiona in this area.
 
   From up on the picnic table, all I could see was where the snow was torn up by what had to have been some sort of chase and scuffle. Fiona was pinned to a tree, the hilt of a sword jutting from her chest. A few feet away, a figure was on its back, a group of five zombies feasting on it. This had been recent. The only reason I could make that guess was because steam was wafting from the body that was keeping the small group of zombies busy.
 
   I hunched down to try and make as little of a presence as possible. I was only slightly less concerned about the zombies as I was the possibility of encountering a raider. 
 
   Being under this canopy of trees, there was still plenty of snow—a few feet—and we had only cleared a pair of trails to get to the stream that cut through the campgrounds. That meant that, from where I’d come in and crossed the stream, I would have to wade through the thigh-deep snow until I found one of those trails. From there, I would see about making it to the cabin.
 
   As I reached the edge of the picnic grounds the snow began to get deeper. I was beginning to see just how woefully unprepared we were for this sort of thing. All of our preparations were about how to deal with all the worse-case scenarios when it came to zombies. How, in all of our meetings and preparations had we glossed over the possibility that living humans would be the greatest threat?
 
   Of course we had always at least brought it up, but it seems that we really never laid out a plan for this sort of event. That was when it struck me…
 
   Arrogance.
 
   At some point, we had decided that we were a potent enough force that we were safe. Add in the inclement weather and we’d done a fantastic job of painting ourselves as the kings and queens of the mountain. After all, we had Jon, Jake, and Jesus. We numbered close to twenty which made us a force to reckon with. It was becoming very clear that perhaps I was not the man for the job of leader.
 
   As it was, I had deferred to Jon the moment things got serious. There was no pretense about who was in charge right now. Jon had assigned each of us a task and set us to it. The little bit of the battle I could observe gave me the distinct impression that we were, at the least, holding our own. At best, maybe we were repelling the raisers.
 
   Dr. Zahn’s words sprung out at me. “From what I’ve heard and the very little that I’ve seen, it is a possibility that this is the same group that wiped out Serenity Base. No disrespect to you, sergeant, but Serenity had better firepower and equally competent soldiers.”
 
   Thoughts of ‘Who do we think we are!’ bounced around in my head as I reached the edge of the picnic ground and peeked out from the gloom of the tall pines. I knew that the access road was not far in any case. So even if I did have to try and slog through the snow that was now just above eye level, it would not be very far. We had shoveled out the access road that ran parallel to our trench all the way around the hill that the place we called home sat perched upon.
 
   I kept hearing brief exchanges of gunfire, but it had died down considerably in the past few minutes. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one. Were my cohorts overwhelmed and taken out? I already knew that at least one of “my” people was dead. What was worse, I didn’t even have a moment to spare to mourn her loss. And if I didn’t get back into the fray, I might never have a chance to do much of anything besides freeze.
 
   I quickly realized that, without a shovel, I was not going to make much progress. And no…there were no shovels just magically sitting nearby for me to grab. I had to basically clear stuff out of my way by hand, tossing it behind me as I went. It was like digging in the sand as the tide was coming in.
 
   Like an idiot, I thought I could just push my way through. Snow has this ability to condense so that, after a while, it is like concrete. Who knew? (Probably people who lived around lots of snow all their lives.)
 
   I heard a baby cry that sounded way too close and stopped everything to look around. The zombies that had been chowing on the raider that murdered Fiona now appeared interested in fresh prey…namely me. 
 
   I quickly discovered that I was not in a position to really get into a melee with the handful of undead coming after me. My only real defense was going to be risky, because there was little more than just my body width in this little snow trail I’d been creating in my efforts to get out of the picnic area and hopefully to aid my friends.
 
   Pulling my machete from my belt, I tried to gauge my chances of success in fighting my way back to the picnic grounds. My little tunnel looked strangely crowded as the half-dozen or so zombies filed in to come for me. Nope…I wasn’t going back that way.
 
   I decided to take the initiative and lunged forward, trying to jab the tip of my blade into the eye socket of the lead walker. It was almost a complete disaster as I caused a mini cave in of part of the wall of snow on my left side. All of a sudden, I was up to my waist in the frozen powder. Fortunately, so were the zombies. 
 
   I sheathed my weapon and started moving away. Shoving back, I managed to create some wiggle room and eventually force my way back from them. The one I’d stuck was acting as a dam and the others behind it were making all sorts of raspy hisses and moans as their arms flailed in their futile attempts to reach me. That caused more snow to come crashing in on them. They weren’t going anywhere until spring thaw.
 
   I had to use a lot of energy to get in a better position on the snow that was packing down under me as I wriggled my way forward once more. I felt my hand shoot out into open air…just as the snow on both sides collapsed down on top of me.
 
   My best guess is that I caused the side wall of the path we’d dug out and maintained to collapse which spewed me and a few truckloads of snow into the path. For a moment, I could not tell which way was up. You would think it should be obvious, but I am here to tell you that you can absolutely lose track of direction when you tumble end over end for several feet and are unable to see sky or ground.
 
   I finally clawed my way out. My entire body felt sapped of strength, but I had to push on. I was beginning to doubt that these were the same raiders that had hit Serenity Base (mostly because they had burned everything they could and wiped out an entrenched military unit and we were still somehow miraculously alive). However, these folks were not sounding like they were ready to give up yet and I knew for a fact that they’d suffered some losses. There was still a fight happening all around me. 
 
   Instantly, it seemed like the gunfire had regained its earlier intensity. I heard somebody yell something, but I couldn’t make out what was said, nor could I tell if the voice was familiar or not. I looked around to try and get a better idea of where I was. That is when I saw the two figures running along the backside of our cabin. They both had handguns drawn. I had enough time to wonder just how much ammo they might still have at their disposal when it became obvious that they had spotted me.
 
   One of them skidded to a stop and brought his weapon up. I didn’t remember hearing it, but I know I saw a flash. In my mind’s eye, it was a massive fireball. I imagine that was the same sort of mental trickery that still made that first encounter with Ed outside the living room window of my apartment seem so vivid.
 
   A puff of snow exploded on my left. I suddenly understood the deer-in-the-headlights phenomenon. It wasn’t that the creature was too stupid to move, it was simply a matter of being so scared that your muscles refused to respond to any signals sent by the brain.
 
   When the second shot was fired, I stepped back and considered trying to wade through the snow that marked where I had come through on the path. My legs were already making that decision for me as I ran—such as it was; despite this area having been cleared by us and the trail established, the snow was still almost a foot deep here.
 
   I was almost to the jagged hole in the wall of snow when another series of shots rang out and the snow in front of me became peppered with bullet holes. A part of my brain was saying to keep running. However, the part that gets people killed was telling me to look back. 
 
   Why do we always listen to that voice?
 
   I am pretty sure all I did was glance. That was enough. But it might also be what saved me…or at least added a few seconds to my life so I could at least see it flash before my eyes. I flinched when I saw the flash from the muzzle pointed at me. I felt something like a bee sting down the side of my head.
 
   The next sensation was that of being punched right on the collar bone. I toppled back into the pile of snow and lost sight of everything around me except the bluish-white body-shaped coffin of cold that I now lay in.
 
   An opening in the clouds appeared almost directly above me and I could actually feel the warmth of the sun’s rays on my face. I waited for the angels to appear and convey me up to Heaven.
 
   At least I hoped that was my destination. Then I heard the mewling of those zombies I’d left behind.
 
   Nope. It doesn’t look like Heaven is in the cards.
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   Vignettes XXXII
 
    
 
   Emily-zombie stepped outside. The others were on the move as the newest sound rumbled through their deadened senses. None of them knew why, she no more or less than the others. Yet, sound sent a signal that drew her like a moth to the flame. 
 
   However, before she had taken the third step, she had forgotten why. Her drive now came from no greater stimulus than she was already in motion along with those around her. If that split-second could be broken down, it would be that sound indicated something possessing the craved heat was close.
 
   As Emily-zombie trudged along with the others, a tingle bloomed in that tiniest part of her mind that made her different from the others. That sound might mean something besides heat. It might mean…
 
   The idea of death meant nothing. The emotion known as fear had no place in her to gain purchase because it could not be sustained. Yet, enough of that kernel of fear sent a signal to Emily-zombie.
 
   Danger!
 
   Once again, the word had no meaning, but Emily slowed down and let many of the others get past her. Something brushed her foot. It gave off no warmth. Looking down, it was the other…the one that made Emily’s steps bolder just because of its presence.
 
   Mother?
 
   Meaningless. Yet Emily-zombie slowed even more to match the pace of this one that pulled itself along on the ground. When one of the group stepped on her, Emily-zombie hissed and moved over it to shield it. Those around took no notice, but they went around the pair.
 
   It was not long before another image bloomed. Moving was easier if the others cleared the way. The cold meant nothing. But walking through…snow!...was easier if a path existed for them to follow. 
 
   All of these images and words held their meaning for about as long as the flame created by a wandering magician that opens his wallet and ignites the flash powder creating a momentary fireball that is gone in the span of a single heartbeat. Yet they were enough to alter Emily’s reactions. Those moments gave her the appearance of thought. Like the magician’s flaming wallet, it was no more than an illusion. Still, that was enough to make her different.
 
   The pitiful creature at her feet that pulled itself along felt no gratitude. And if Emily were to wander off, neither would remember their time together as they travelled with this mob any more than Emily-zombie remembered that it was her banging on a car that had brought this particular herd together.
 
   Emily-zombie walked. Never all the way in the rear of the group, never in front. There was something that kept her as close to the center as she was able to be. And when a new sound came, the entire group oriented on it and moved. They became slower as those in front had to push against the wall of white.
 
   At one point, the mob increased its speed as they poured out into an area where the snow had been trampled down. And now there was a steady source of sound leading them on. Every once in a while, Emily-zombie was able to see a flash of warmth up ahead.
 
   Now that the actual warmth was spotted, she began to move through any crease or opening in the mob to get just a bit closer. That warmth overwhelmed many of her other signals. She had to have it. It was hers. 
 
   Now there were sounds coming from many directions. At some point that one source of warmth vanished. Emily-zombie slipped back into simply trying to follow the sounds. She had no ability to determine that she actually doubled back on her path a half dozen times. She simply followed sound.
 
   Twice her group passed a figure on the ground. It was not one of them, but it did not possess any heat, and therefore, it went ignored. 
 
   Her mob had broken into several smaller groups as some turned away, drawn by sounds from a different direction. There were passages through the whiteness that allowed them to move easier…with more freedom.
 
   Turning a corner in pursuit of the most recent noise, her group discovered three sources of warmth clustered together. Emily-zombie stopped, allowing the others to close in. The screams meant nothing. One of the sources separated from the others and came at Emily-zombie.
 
   She stepped behind one of her own as a loud noise reverberated off the walls of the snow passage. She craved that warmth, but a signal had built and actually lingered.
 
   Danger!
 
   Her group fell on those three sources of warmth. Still Emily-zombie waited. Something made her hesitate. As the others tore open those sources, spilling more warmth out onto the…snow!...she moved in and joined.
 
   One source seemed to stand out from the others. It almost seemed to try and offer itself to Emily-zombie. She knelt and plunged her hands inside, pulling as much of that warmth to her mouth as she could.
 
   At no point did the sounds spewing from this source hold any meaning. She continued to feed despite the pleas.
 
   “Emily…no…please, God…no…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aaheru kept the nose of the ship pointed at the looming shore. His eyes searched the knobs, switches, and levers until they found what he had to assume was the throttle. When he reached a point where he felt comfortable that the momentum would carry the ship the rest of the distance to the great stone pier, he rang up ‘All Stop’ on the brass handled engine order telegraph.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Aaheru was confused. He knew nothing about the workings of a ship this size. He’d seen those he left responsible for such things perform the very same action. He had no way of knowing that, if there was nobody in the engine room able to answer up his request, then there would be no changes to the power or speed.
 
   He grabbed the large oak wheel and spun it hard, hoping to veer to the left and avoid a collision. Despite his lack of knowledge, he knew well enough that he would not be able to avoid hitting the pier.
 
   Glancing to either bridge wing, he noticed that he’d gained the attention of three zombies out one side and two out the other. One had been so savagely attacked that there was not enough of the face remaining to tell if it were male or female. He shuddered to think of what it must have felt like to have the scalp torn away like that and quickly put such thoughts out of his mind.
 
   He was Aaheru…Pharaoh of New Egypt. He would show no fear…certainly not to these slow, uncoordinated shells of his former subjects.
 
   That thought was blazing in his mind when the right side of the ship caught on the corner of the concrete pier, tearing a jagged hole all the way down the side. The screech of metal being shredded like paper was tremendous. 
 
   The ship lurched and Aaheru found himself airborne. His body flipped over the command station and slammed into the thick windows that ran the length of the entire bridge. He heard a crunch, and white-hot pain spread from his right arm just above the elbow, seeming to drive straight into his heart.
 
   Aaheru looked up, trying his best to reconcile in his mind why the ceiling should be so close. As the pain drove back the cobwebs formed by the impact of the back of his skull against the window, he realized that he was underneath the counter that ran the length of the bridge. Somehow he had fallen to the floor and slid under that counter and now he was staring up at its underside.
 
   He habitually went to use his right arm to push himself out from under the counter and was rewarded with fresh pain intense enough to make him vomit on himself. He choked on some, but eventually managed to regain his composure. This time he used his left hand and his legs to get out from under the counter.
 
   He glanced down at his injured arm and could see the distinct mark on his skin where the bone was trying to push through. His arm was at such an angle that just the sight of it threatened to bring on another round of vomiting. 
 
   Struggling to his feet, Aaheru had to overcome the hard list to the right that the ship now sat due to the water rushing in the gaping hole that stretched for several feet. It was after he had regained his footing that he felt cold dread clutch his heart. His eyes sought the doorways to the bridge wings, expecting to see those things coming for him.
 
   Nothing.
 
   The collision and subsequent grounding as the bow slammed into a sand bar had sent the undead flying. Some had flipped over the railing and landed on the open deck below. Others had been flung into the water, instantly submerging and vanishing from sight.
 
   Making his way to the starboard bridge wing, Aaheru stepped out and was dismayed at how far away he was from the pier or shore. He would require a lifeboat. Unfortunately, his right arm was going to make that almost impossible. And, if he were to manage such a feat, he would have no way to pilot the vessel to shore.
 
   “My pharaoh!” a voice cried. 
 
   Looking around, it took him until the person had called out for a third time before he was able to spot the voice’s owner. It was Otmar Ali, the man who had discovered the attempt at sabotaging the ship. The heavyset man was at a lifeboat station with five others. They were busily freeing the small wooden craft and having a rough time of it as a dozen of the undead were closing in from both sides.
 
   With a sharp twang, a metal cable parted and the small boat freefell the thirty or so feet to the water below. Otmar yanked a nearby woman and literally tossed her over the side. One of the people with him turned and threw one leg over the railing, but just as he was about to jump, one of the zombies caught him by the collar and yanked him back.
 
   Otmar turned, and for a moment, Aaheru thought that the man would try to assist the poor individual who was screaming as his insides were being ripped from his body by the cluster of zombies that had fallen on top of the unfortunate soul. When the portly man simply kicked the closest zombie away and in the direction of the fallen individual without so much as a moment of hesitation, Aaheru knew he had just found his replacement for Ahi.
 
   Four people, including Otmar, managed to make it over the side and to the water. One of those four, a young man wearing nothing more than his briefs, did not know how to swim. He flailed and thrashed about as the others climbed into the nearby lifeboat and paddled away towards the bow and Aaheru.
 
   A hiss from behind him was the only warning that Aaheru got that one of those creatures was almost on him. He turned and had to lift his leg to avoid it being grabbed by the bloody and, for all intents and purposes, legless monster that was dragging itself along the tiled deck of the bridge.
 
   The zombie had one leg gone just above the knee, splintered bone jutting out from the pulped flesh of what had once been a shapely thigh. The other leg had been wrenched off at the knee; both wounds still showing the effects of the extreme violence that must have occurred for such heinous injuries. The head rolled up and the tracer riddled eyes of Ahmes stared up at Aaheru.
 
   He saw no reproach or recrimination at having been abandoned…just the blankness of death. Her mouth opened and she hissed again. This time, he struck out with a sharp kick that sent his would-be queen flipping over onto her back. The empty cavern where her womb would have been was far more convicting than her empty gaze. His child had been growing there. Now, it was an open wound that leaked the remnants of the few internal organs that had not been ripped out and feasted upon.
 
   “Jump, Pharaoh!” a voice called from behind and below.
 
   For just an instant, he considered ending the suffering of poor Ahmes. Several more of the undead tumbled through the port bridge wing, stumbling over the door that had come most the way off its hinges.
 
   Aaheru turned and swung his legs over the rail. He did not look back as he jumped. Hitting the water finished the job of thrusting the broken bone of his right arm through the skin. 
 
   Darkness came as the water covered him and pulled him into its chilly embrace.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should wait it out here for a while,” Donna breathed.
 
   Juan flicked an annoyed glance her direction. So far, Donna had done next to nothing but complain about how much there was to carry up the stairs despite not actually carrying anything. It seemed that every time he came down the stairs, she was sifting through one box or another and telling Frank the story behind a particular item and how it came to end up in said boxes.
 
   “I am going back,” Juan said, trying his best to keep the irritation out of his voice. “Mackenzie needs me there and I will be at her side by tomorrow night.”
 
   “The island really is the best place,” Frank insisted. “You have to see it. They have a fence all the way around…and houses for us all. There are lots of people and everybody seems to help each other. It’s safe there, Donna.”
 
   “This place has walls,” Donna insisted. “And there are houses here.”
 
   Juan gave a “follow me” gesture with his eyes to Frank and headed back inside and down to get the last of the boxes. Once they were out of earshot, he stopped and turned on the young man.
 
   “I am only going to tell you this once,” Juan whispered. “I am leaving. And, I am taking everything I can with me. You follow me?”
 
   “She’s just scared,” Frank insisted. “If she leaves this place…it becomes real.”
 
   “You get that crap from watchin’ Dr. Phil?” Juan scoffed. “You can say whatever makes you feel better, but the reality is that this IS REAL. It ain’t gonna get any better, and I can tell you from experience that there are some people out there that would do things to your little girlfriend that would  make death look good. Being here in the middle of a populated area is a bad decision. And seeing as how I know what this place holds, you can bet your ass I’ll be making another run here once Mackenzie is okay.”
 
   “You’d do that?”
 
   “Yeah…and so would anybody else that might accidentally stumble across this place. That is why I plan to clean it out within the next few weeks. The longer this place sits, the greater chance that somebody else finds it. A haul like this could set us up, not just for the winter…but permanently.”
 
   Frank almost looked like he was on the verge of tears. Juan almost felt sorry for the kid, but these supplies could allow his group to stay on the island and focus solely on strengthening the defenses. After his time around people like Gary and Travis, Juan knew firsthand that there were some bad guys out there. 
 
   “What do I tell Donna?” Frank asked weakly. “She wants me to stay. She said that she and I could start our own little world here…like Adam and Eve” He said that last bit in a rush, and Juan could see the flush of embarrassment turn his cheeks a deep crimson.
 
   “Look, kid,” Juan sighed. “I feel for you, but did you forget that three of your friends left looking for this girl. We have not seen any sign of them. To be honest, the girl seems a bit…off.” That was really the nicest way he could think to put it. The bottom line was he thought that Donna was a few cards short of a full deck.
 
   “I suggest you do what you can to convince her to come. Otherwise…I leave you both, and when I come back, I empty this place.”
 
   “You would really do that wouldn’t you?” There was hurt in Frank’s eyes. Juan saw it, and for just a second he wondered if just maybe his “street” attitude was coming through.
 
   He thought of Mackenzie…of the children playing on the beach the day they finished the fence. He thought of the baby they’d lost…the dog almost biting Mackenzie…and how he was out in the outskirts of Portland where the undead now ruled and he was the trespasser.
 
   “In a heartbeat,” Juan said with finality.
 
   Before Juan knew it, Frank had a pistol in his hand. He pointed it at Juan, his hand visibly shaking.
 
   “She wants to be with me…and she doesn’t want to leave her home. You can leave, Juan. Leave and promise never to come back. If you do…I will let you go.”
 
   Juan sighed. His eyes glanced at the pistol. It was a SIG Sauer P239 and it would make a nasty hole in him. He’d noticed this particular handgun in the stuff that they had carried upstairs. Somebody had taken very good care of it, going so far as to put it in a cherry wood box lined with felt along with several cases of .357 ammunition.
 
   “Frank, I’m really tired of having weapons pointed at me.”
 
   “J-j-just l-l-leave.”
 
   “Do you know what you’re doing?” Juan asked. He glanced up at Frank to make eye contact for a second, but he could not keep his gaze away from the pistol pointed at him.
 
   “I’m making a life for me and Donna…just like you want to do with Mackenzie.”
 
   “You are making a mistake,” Juan insisted. “You won’t last the week.”
 
   “How do you know?” Frank tried to stand a bit taller as if that might make a difference.
 
   “Because they won’t let you.” Juan gave a slight nod of his head and looked past Frank.
 
   The young man looked over his shoulder. That was all it took. Juan lashed out with a big, meaty fist that slammed into the side of Frank’s head, catching him on the temple and sending him to his knees.
 
   Before the younger, much smaller man could react, Juan kicked the pistol that had clattered to the floor. It spun away and came to rest under a folding chair. He kicked again, this time catching Frank in the ribs and sending him onto his back.
 
   Before the kid had the chance to recover, Juan was on top of him and had his hands pinned to the floor. Frank’s mouth opened and closed, but all that came were weak squeaks as he struggled to get his breath back.
 
   “That is why you won’t last,” Juan whispered. “We are down in the basement, what could have possibly come up from behind you. That’s the oldest trick in the book, and you fell for it.”
 
   Frank tried to speak, but a mangled croak was all he could manage. Tears streamed down his cheeks and he closed his eyes. Juan wanted to feel sorry for the poor fool, but having a gun pointed at him erased any such sympathy.
 
   “Now I am going to let you up. I am also going to check you for any more weapons. After that, I will be tying up you and your little girlfriend until I have found a truck and loaded everything.”
 
   Frank’s eyes grew wide and Juan could see the fear. He also felt something warm on the back of his left leg. He sighed.
 
   Climbing to his feet, he confirmed his suspicions when he saw the dark stain spread across the crotch of Frank’s jeans. This was not how he’d seen this scene playing out. For the briefest of moments, he wondered if he might be handling things all wrong. If Mackenzie were here…would she approve? He brushed those thoughts aside.
 
   Grabbing Frank by the collar, he hoisted the kid to his feet and dragged him over to a support column—four of them were interspersed in this basement.
 
   He barely had to keep a hand on Frank’s chest to keep him in place as he was still struggling to get his breath back. In no time he had the young man secured to the wooden pillar and gagged. The next part was going to make him feel much worse.
 
   “Donna, could you come down here for a minute please?” he called.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This fire watch tower is nicer than my apartment,” Scott said as he tossed another log into the wood stove.
 
   “I think we hit the jackpot,” Chad said from the desk as he flipped through the book full of topographic maps. “I think this has every single trail in the park noted. Not only that, but the various campgrounds…all kinds of stuff.”
 
   “Now if we could just find some food,” Ronni grumbled.
 
   “One thing at a time,” Chad said with a wave.
 
   “We haven’t eaten since yesterday morning when we had the last of the rice,” Ronni insisted.
 
   “In case you haven’t noticed…the stores are closed,” Brett grumbled.
 
   “Why don’t you go f—” Ronni started.
 
   “Enough!” Chad snapped. “We could not go down until we were sure those…wolves had moved on.”
 
   During the first three days that they had been in the tower, there had been two more packs of the undead wolves that passed through. Chad was certain that it was two different packs because one of the packs had a black wolf that was largest he had ever seen. Not that he had extensive experience with wolves, but he’d been to the zoo. Plus, they’d had a few encounters since embarking on this journey. Also…that wolf was solid black. It stood out in the snow.
 
   “And now that you think we can go down…just what do you expect us to find?” Scott asked without a trace of sarcasm. 
 
   “There are wild animals out here. I don’t really know what, but I do know that they are out there. If we can find something to use…like bait…we might be able to lure something in,” Chad explained.
 
   “If we had something to use as bait…I’d eat it,” Brett said wistfully.
 
   “Dad?” Ronni spoke in an uncharacteristic whisper.
 
   “Yeah, sweetie?”
 
   “Can we eat a giant cat?”
 
   “What?” Chad got up and walked over to where his daughter was staring out the window. Crossing the open snow field below in a slinking crouch was a cougar.
 
   “Let’s nail it.” Brett was already heading for the door with the crossbow in his hand.
 
   “Wait!” Chad hissed. “Look at how it’s moving. It is stalking something.” 
 
   Scott was already on the other side of the room and looking out the window. He raised his hand to signal everybody to be quiet, but to come and join him.
 
   From this vantage, they could see a steep rock wall. It was practically vertical and thus only had little pockets of snow here and there. Standing on an impossibly narrow crease that looked like it wouldn’t provide much more than a fingertip’s grip were a trio of bighorn sheep. They were trapped. Below them was the cougar, but about a dozen feet above them was a pack of the zombie wolves.
 
   As Chad watched one of the wolves that was swatting with a paw in absolute futility at the sheep leaned too far forward and plummeted the hundred or so feet to the snowy ground below. There was an explosion of white when it hit, but the wolf did not reappear. However, that action was enough to spook the cougar. With ears pinned back, the big cat bounded away and vanished into the distant trees.
 
   “Hand me the binoculars,” Chad said over his shoulder. He didn’t see any need to whisper. The zombie wolves were far enough away that he doubted conversational voice levels would attract their attention.
 
   Scanning the cliff, he could see several of the undead wolves pacing back and forth. He wondered why they didn’t all just tumble over the ledge. Zombies, as far as he’d seen, didn’t show any sort of self-preservation instinct. Maybe the wolves were different.
 
   After looking at all the possibilities, Chad had a plan and quickly laid it out for the group. Once everybody made it clear that they knew their part, they geared up and headed outside. As what seemed to happen to most of his plans lately, this one went off the rails almost right away.
 
   For once…it was in their favor.
 
   The wolf-zombies seemed to change almost instantly as soon as the group stepped out of the tower and onto the ledge. They all watched in amazement as one by one the monsters hurled themselves off the ledge at them. Of course they did not come within twenty feet of the actual tower. 
 
   In the time it took Chad and the others to recover from the shock and surprise, the entire pack had landed in the snow below, but the fall was such that none of them would be giving chase to anybody.
 
   It took three attempts, but Chad was able to finally put a bolt from the crossbow into one of the bighorn sheep. It plummeted from the cliff face, landing within a few yards of the cluster of wolves that continued to struggle despite shattered legs and backs. An hour later, all of the wolves had been dispatched and Scott was busy field-dressing their kill. Ronni watched intently, curious about the process.
 
   “Didn’t your dad ever take you hunting?” Scott asked as he worked with almost surgical precision, skinning the carcass.
 
   “He was in prison for most of my life.” Ronni glanced over at her dad, and not for the first time, wondered what she might have missed growing up without him.
 
   “Oh,” was Scott’s only response. Inwardly he was wincing. In all the action of the past several weeks, he’d forgotten all about Chad’s past.
 
   That evening, they all climbed into their sleeping bags with bellies more full than they had been in a long time. One by one they drifted off to the crackle of the fire. Contented smiles playing at the curves of their mouths even as they slept.
 
   That peace was shattered by a scream of pain and terror.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Run, Gemma!” Vix screamed. 
 
   For the first time since they’d been out on their own, Vix didn’t feel like she was in control of the situation. That was a feeling that she really hated. The worst part was that this was all her fault…and it might cost Gemma her life.
 
   Things had been relatively uneventful the past couple of days. Vix actually found times where she felt disappointment. She knew that she shouldn’t, but honestly, she had expected a lot more trouble from the undead than they’d encountered. In fact, yesterday they had not seen a single zombie. At least not any that were still active or out in the open. Sure, there had been a few in some of the vehicles that they passed. 
 
   There had been one particularly nasty scene where they had come upon a van. Four faces peered out from the long-since-dried blood and gore that splattered the windows from the inside and formed an opaque glaze. None of the faces could have belonged to a person over the age of seven. The funny thing is, they just seemed content to watch her and Gemma pass. None of the children made so much as a single paw at the window. That had given her the creeps.
 
   She was finding more and more just how wrong the books she had loved so much tended to be. In the stories it was all action. People ran, fought, and died every minute. The real truth was that there were hours of boredom that were so terminal, she almost wished that a zombie would show up.
 
   They had moved into a small residential area just as a terrible storm rolled in with wind so fierce that the downpour was coming horizontally. They had to move deep into the building that they sought shelter in to avoid being soaked.
 
   Gemma was grousing about one thing or another and Vix was about to pull her hair out. As the rain came harder and became so loud that she couldn’t hear the girl anymore, she became lost in thought. When Gemma screamed, Vix fell off the table that she been perched on so long that her legs had actually partially fallen asleep. That is why she ended up on the ground. The pins-and-needles sensation caught her by surprise and her knees buckled.
 
   “What on earth—” Vix started, but the words died in her throat or simply evaporated along with every bit of moisture.
 
   They had taken refuge in what oddly enough turned out to be a special effects shop. There were a lot of small offices, but she’d had no desire to go poking around. She’d figured that it would be just her luck that she would think some zombie was just a creation of this shop…until it bit her.
 
   Apparently a side door had blown open allowing at least twenty of the walking dead to come stumbling in. The noise of the wind howling and the rain coming down so hard that it sounded like pebbles being thrown on the roof had masked their entrance. 
 
   One of them had gotten close enough to Gemma that it managed to grab her by the hair. She had jerked away so hard that a handful of her dirty-blonde strands were ripped out by the roots. When Vix turned, all she saw was a zombie with a handful of hair and a bunch of blood running down the side of Gemma’s face.
 
   She’d been lulled into being complacent. There had been no check around, or even a confirmation that the other doors that accessed outside were secure. And because of this, Vix was certain that she’d just cost the young lady her life.
 
   Her spike-tipped pole slipped into her hands, feeling like a natural extension of her body. She was about to charge in and save Gemma when a handful of zombies came stumbling in from the front entrance. They were trapped.
 
   Had to wish for this, didn’t you! Vix scolded herself. She could do nothing for Gemma now and moved to confront the dripping wet undead that were all reaching for her in unison. For just a second her mind flashed an image of a group of shoppers scrambling for the last children’s toy on the shelf on Christmas Eve.
 
   As she plunged her spear into the closest zombie, she caught a glimpse of her face in a dirty mirror on the wall. She was grinning like a lunatic. Could she really be enjoying this? More likely she was going mad. The combination of a zombie apocalypse and days on the road with a girl who asked five questions for every one you managed to answer had finally sent her over the edge.
 
   A pair of zombies moved in and she saw the perfect opportunity to take them both down. With a sidestep, she brought her poker in and skewered them both! Her victory was short lived as the pair toppled and ripped the weapon from her hands.
 
   She went to her belt and fumbled for the machete as a hand clutched at her ankle. It pulled just enough to cause her to lose her balance and fall. She hit the ground at the same time that she heard Gemma scream again. It sounded like a shriek of pain and terror.
 
   “Vix!” Gemma’s voice was high and thick with fear.
 
   Rolling to one side, she brought the blade down hard on the back of the head of the creeper that had caused her fall. Scrambling to her knees, she saw Gemma retreat into a dark hallway. Several undead were turning to follow.
 
   After taking down the last that had come in from her side, Vix took off after Gemma. It wasn’t hard to follow the girl with all the screaming and crying. In fact, as she turned a corner and mounted the stairs, she worried that they might become trapped in this place if there happened to be any more in the area. Despite how loud the storm howled outside, Gemma seemed determined to out-shriek it.
 
   A door at the top of the stairs emptied into a narrow hallway that was almost pitch black with the exception of three doorways that  were open and allowed what little gloomy light there was from the storm-darkened sky to cast its faint glow. A cluster of shadows at the far end gave away Gemma’s location. 
 
   Even without the light, Vix could tell that something was wrong. The screaming stopped suddenly and the mob went to the floor. She knew what she would find, and for a moment, she considered running. After all…what could she do for the poor girl now?
 
   Standing in a rectangle of ambient light, Vix felt the adrenaline leaving her. With it…her desire to fight these things. She took a tentative step back. If she got out of this building, there were plenty others to hide in. And being by herself, she could crawl into any space she could find and wait out the storm in relative silence.
 
   She took another step back. Her mind warred with the idea of running. Could she leave Gemma to become one of those things? In all her books and movies, anytime somebody had been bitten by one of the undead, they always made their companions promise to put them down…to not let them come back as one of those things. Still, that would mean rushing into take down the small group that remained and then taking down Gemma. Seemed pretty risky considering the girl would never actually know…
 
   “Are you just going to stand there?” a voice called from the end of the hallway where the zombies were clustered.
 
   “Gemma?” Vix blurted. This caused a few of the zombies to turn her way.
 
   “Oi! Shut up…I have their attention, you silly git!”
 
   “Hey!” Vix shot back.
 
   “Down here you big, slimy bag of stench!” Gemma screamed. “Now get in and finish them off. I am covered in muck and I think something is crawling on my back!”
 
   Vix moved in and dispatched the remaining zombies with relative ease. When she finished, she was able to look down. Crawling from a floor vent was her young companion. She looked like she had dumped a vacuum cleaner bag over her head. To make it worse, she was wet enough that it had turned to a murky slurry that would be impossible to simply wipe off.
 
   “How did you…what were you…?” Vix didn’t know where to begin.
 
   “I knew that if I could get them to chase me, you could finish them off. A lot of them were following me as I backed up, but some were starting to turn back towards you. When you fell, I knew you just needed a minute to get yourself together.”
 
   “Wait…so you were screaming like an idiot for no other reason than to—”
 
   “Get them to chase me. We are a team, yes? And you have been doing it all so far. I decided that I needed to start doing my bit. That’s what friends do, right?”
 
   “Friends…” Vix let the word hang. She was at a loss.
 
   “Besides, it all worked out. You came, you took them down. And we are fine…except for all this.” She waved her hands down the length of her body.
 
   “But how did you know about the vent? You came up here into a place with no escape…except maybe to jump out one of the windows. You should never run someplace blindly—” She closed her mouth with a snap as she felt herself about to scold. Later she could give the girl some pointers about being more cautious, but right now, she needed to simply be thankful. That, and find a way to deal with the guilt creeping in over how close she’d come to abandoning the girl.
 
   “Oh…that vent? It is right outside my uncle’s office,” Gemma said with a shrug.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Yeah, I have an uncle that worked here. He was a bit of a twit, but when Artem hired him, the whole family got invited on a tour.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?” Vix tried not to sound angry, but she was baffled.
 
   “I didn’t really like my uncle,” Gemma said with a shrug like that answered the question perfectly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What is wrong with people?” Danny said with a sigh.
 
   As they reached the overpass, the foursome came to a stop. Hanging from nooses were a dozen bodies. None of them were undead.
 
   “Looks like they’ve been there a while,” Jody observed. That didn’t stop him from looking around in every direction as if he expected a horde of Road Warrior wannabes to come pouring out from every bush, tree, and shadow.
 
   “Notice a theme?” Selina asked.
 
   “All males, all stripped naked?” Danny paced the length of the group of dead men. “Hardly a fair way to judge…everybody who has ever watched an episode of Seinfeld knows that cold causes shrinkage.”
 
   Selina’s hands stopped in mid-sign. Kat tugged at her sleeve, urging her to finish. Jody simply shook his head.
 
   “In any case,” Jody started walking, keeping vigilant without trying to look like he was nervous, “we need to move. This could be anything, and no matter what it is, I don’t want to stick around and find out if this was an isolated instance or a regular occurrence.”
 
   “Not much for having any hope for your fellow man, are ya?” Selina quipped.
 
   “After all I’ve seen the past few months?”
 
   “And what’s the deal with the hangings?” Danny tried to pull off a Seinfeld impersonation, but just came across sounding like a guy with a thick Boston accent making fun of a New Yorker.
 
   When everybody looked at him, he raised his eyebrows at Jody like he expected some sort of support. “You remember Livius and Robb don’tcha? Klllkgh!” He mimed yanking on a hangman’s noose and cocked his head sideways with his tongue lolling out.
 
   “Like I said,” Jody continued after directing a withering glance Danny’s direction, “we need to keep moving. Last night I saw a glow to the northeast. Since there is no pillar of black smoke today, I am thinking that there is some sort of community or outpost in that direction.”
 
   “Do you want to go see, or are you suggesting that we veer away from it?” Selina’s hands flew, keeping Kat up to speed with the conversation as he spoke.
 
   “I think it is up to the group to decide,” Jody answered with a shrug. “Show of hands…who wants to head northeast and check out the possibility of an outpost or community?”
 
   After a brief pause, some uncertain faces, and no hands, Kat signed to Selina who spoke for the girl. “Jody, you are the leader. All of us trust you and your judgment. If you say we should stay away from people, fine. And if you think we should try to join another group, that is okay. We trust you.”
 
   Jody felt his gut twist just slightly. This was exactly what he didn’t want…responsibility of everybody else. That would mean that the moment things went wrong, the fault would rest on one set of shoulders: his. Even worse, Danny was nodding along. 
 
   “She’s got a point,” Danny agreed. “After all, you were the one that they promoted to sergeant. You were the right man for the job…and you still are. We could do much worse than having you in charge.”
 
   “I don’t want to be in charge of anybody!” Jody snapped. “The moment something goes wrong—”
 
   “The dead are walking, dude!” Danny cut him off. “It can’t get much more wrong than that. Look…I hear what you are saying, and I may have been all loose with the rules and maybe not the best soldier, but here is the cold fact…I’m a screw up. You let me call the shots and we are stomping into the heart of one of the biggest cities in the world just so I can piss on home plate in Yankee Stadium. I can’t keep my own shit straight half the time. I sure as hell shouldn’t be the one calling the shots or making the plans.”
 
   “And I don’t have the slightest idea what to do besides run,” Selina piped up. “All I know is that I don’t want to get eaten alive. As for where to go or what to do…if you remember, it was me being so noisy—”
 
   “And me,” Danny chimed in.
 
   “And him,” Selina smacked him for emphasis, “that were carrying on like it was no big deal after you kept warning us to be quiet. It almost got us killed because we weren’t listening to you. Like it or not, we need somebody to make the tough decisions.”
 
   Jody stood there scowling. He didn’t want any of this, but he understood the need. One thing that kept the military strong was its sense of discipline and a chain of command. He’d seen enough work evolutions in his day where there were “too many chefs stirring the pot” and it always turned into a mess. The reality was that there did need to be somebody making the call when things got hairy.
 
   Jody was about to speak when what sounded like an air raid siren shattered the relative quiet that the entire world now seemed to exist in. It took a few seconds to orient on the direction of the shrill noise, but once he did, Jody was prepared to make his first “command” decision.
 
   “This way!” he barked, and took off at a run into a huge field that ran along the highway with no apparent end in sight. 
 
   Whatever had been growing here had long since succumbed to the combination of not being cared for and the onset of winter. They reached a barbed wire fence, and Jody ushered each of them through before ducking under the strands and joining them.
 
   Across the giant field to the east looked like a thickly wooded area. That was where he headed at a steady jog. Sprinting was a good way to twist an ankle in such unsure ground and he also did not want to rush full-tilt into the unknown.
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, he thought he saw something emerge from some heavy brush that had run along the far side of the highway, but whatever it was—if there was really anything there at all—vanished. If it was after them, it would have dropped down into the half-pipe-shaped median that ran between the north- and southbound lanes. He decided that was a good time to alter their course slightly.
 
   “C’mon!” he encouraged as he veered south. 
 
   They had been on a straight line due east towards the trees, but a small cluster of long-since-abandoned farming equipment was close enough that they could probably make it before whatever he might have seen coming their way managed to get into a position to see them again.
 
   Reaching the first giant machine, Jody had them duck behind one of the huge wheels that was almost taller than any of them. He wasn’t up to speed on his farm equipment and had no idea that he was hiding behind a grain harvester. The only thought that did flash in his mind was just how effective something like this might be if used to mow down zombies. 
 
   Seconds after they ducked behind the grain harvester, six individuals on horseback galloped into view. Only one had a firearm visible, a rifle of some sort; the others all carried spears and—
 
   “Are those nets?” Selina whispered in Jody’s ear.
 
   “Did we just fall into The Planet of the Apes?” Danny sniffed.
 
   “Shut up,” Jody hissed. “Everybody do what I say, and do it now. Selina, you and Kat get under this big machine. There is a bunch of torn up vegetation on the ground, pull it over yourselves and don’t come out unless I tell you to…no matter what.”
 
   Selina looked like she wanted to say something, but she flashed a few signs to Kat and the pair ducked under and began pulling all the wet, rotting stalks they could find to cover themselves.
 
   “Danny, you get up on top of this thing and be ready to act as sniper. Don’t shoot unless I say.”
 
   “What if you get wasted and can’t say anything?”
 
   “Then I guess you’ll have to figure it out,” Jody said and stepped out from his hiding place with his hands in the air. 
 
   He began walking towards the riders who took a few seconds to notice him, but once they did, they fanned out and came his way at a quick but cautious trot. When the group was about fifty or so feet away, they pulled up at a signal from one of the riders who slowed his horse to a walk and continued to come towards Jody.
 
   “Might want to keep your hands where I can see ‘em,” a gruff voice said from behind a neckerchief that reminded Jody of the old bandits in the classic Westerns.
 
   “Then how about you stop where you are and we talk from a distance?” Jody called back.
 
   “Think you got much room to be makin’ demands?” the mounted stranger laughed. “Way I see it, you and your three friends are in no condition to do anything but be grateful nobody has killed you up to this point.”
 
   That made Jody’s heart flutter just a bit. He was hoping against all odds that whoever these people were, they hadn’t gotten that good of a look to know how many he was travelling with. Still, he had to try.
 
   “So if you know I’m not alone, then I imagine you already know that my people are all watching, and I don’t think you have to work too hard to figure out who they are aiming their weapons at.” It wasn’t much of a play, but it was all Jody had for the moment.
 
   “Yep, I reckon they all have me in their sights,” the man conceded. “Still, that means you folks been out and about long enough to lose your trust in strangers. Judging by the looks, I’d say that you was military.” It wasn’t a question. “Ain’t seen too many of you folks since about two weeks in, but I haven’t heard anything good when I does hear something.”
 
   “Well, I can’t speak for anybody but myself.” Jody shrugged. “What I can say is that we aren’t looking for any trouble. We are simply passing through. If you have been watching, then you hopefully knew that.”
 
   “Saw you all stop to admire our handiwork,” the man said.
 
   Jody felt his body tense. This person was claiming outright to be responsible for the people they’d seen hanging from the overpass. 
 
   “Not something you see every day.” 
 
   “Maybe not before…a bit more common now.”
 
   “Look, we are not looking to cause any trouble,” Jody said with a sigh. Truth be told, he would not have minded finding a spot close by and making camp, but if it got him and the others out of this situation, he could walk all night.
 
   “Looked like one of the folks you was travelling with was a youngster,” the man said loudly for some reason. “You show us that young‘un, and we feel satisfied that ain’t nobody being hurt…and we’ll let you pass.”
 
   Jody was at a loss. Could this simply be a trick to get him to reveal the location of the others? He was trying to make sense of things when one of the other riders—a female voice—called out.
 
   “We got walkers coming from Sutton’s farm!”
 
   “How many?” the stranger called over his shoulder.
 
   “Ten or twelve,” another voice answered.
 
   “Well then,” the man turned in the saddle, his voice sounding exasperated as if he were dealing with errant school children, “two or three of you go take care of it.”
 
   Jody tried not to let the smile gain purchase on his lips. The man’s annoyance coupled with just how little regard he gave a dozen or so zombies made him suddenly feel just a bit more at ease.
 
   “So, what are we gonna do here, soldier?’ the man asked.
 
   “Well, if you were trying to draw the young’un, as you referred to Kat, by shouting…it won’t work.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Kat’s deaf.”
 
   The man seemed to consider that for a moment. Slowly, and making a display of keeping his hands away from the weapon holstered on his saddle, he reached up and pulled down the scarf that had concealed his face.
 
   “Name’s George Rosamilia…folks just call me Jersey,” the man said with what Jody first took for a sneer. Then he realized that it was the shadows playing tricks. The man was sporting some serious scar tissue where it looked as if a bite had been taken out of his face just at the bottom and to the right of his nose.
 
   “My name is Jody.”
 
   “Does this mean we’re staying for a while?” Danny called from the Harvester.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Major Beers stood over the crumpled, bloody body at her feet. Her gaze came up and she made sure to look into the eyes of everybody close enough.
 
   “Anybody else got something to say?”
 
   Those close enough suddenly found something interesting in a zipper on their coat or a bit of snow on their boots. The ones further back who had heard more than saw what transpired made no attempt to edge closer. 
 
   Major Beers glared at the hundred and seven (according to the last muster report) men and women that were hers to wield unless somebody stepped up right now and did something to try and change that. 
 
   To be honest, she hadn’t been surprised in the least when Bryce Gillis, her second-in-command had answered her challenge. Still, when two of the dredges that they had picked up in their travels made the move, she was taken aback for just a moment. Neither of those idiots were military. They were simply survivors who apparently considered themselves fit to lead.
 
   She imagined that had something to do with the whole Hollywood image of the apocalypse. It didn’t matter what the cause happened to be, there was always some meathead who ran the show. While she’d certainly met her share of women during her time in the Army who belonged behind a desk, she knew there were a fair share that could hold their own in any situation.
 
   That included a fight.
 
   That included a fight to the death.
 
   Bryce had been predictable. He tried to use his size and obvious strength to his advantage. She was glad that he had never bothered with any of the lethal forms of martial arts such as Krav Maga or the Russian art of Sambo. She’d almost laughed when Bryce went for his knife. The fact that she had been able to disarm him and snap the weapon-wielding arm in two places before he hit the ground had drawn gasps. It had been the follow through when she had flattened his nose with a strike so hard that it had ruptured one eyeball when she heard the first retching and subsequent splash of vomit on the snow.
 
   The two idiots who rushed out after Bryce’s death had actually been anti-climactic. One of them still had wisps of steam seeping from his nostrils indicating that he wasn’t dead yet. The other was lying on his stomach while his glassy eyes peered sightlessly at the sky above.
 
   “So here is the way it will be, ladies and gentlemen,” Major Beers raised her voice loud enough to ensure that everybody heard. “The days of simply allowing deserters to run off in the night are over. I will be hand-selecting my own personal police force. Members of that force will have certain privileges. But when somebody deserts, their task will be to return to me with the offender. That person will be thrown into the cage.”
 
   The cage was something that she had never actually used up until now. It was exactly as named: a steel cage. Now that she was certain that this would be where they made camp for the winter, it had been set up right in front of her tent. Currently there were three zombies inside the cage.
 
   “If they fail, then one of them will take the place of the deserter. That will provide plenty of motivation for them to succeed. Any questions so far?”
 
   “Excuse me, major?” a petite female stepped out of the group. She had short black hair that looked as if she kept it trimmed with her field knife (which she did) and a fading black eye. “What benefits could you offer that make it worth considering?”
 
   For the briefest of seconds, Major Beers struggled to keep her temper in check. She had let things go to the point where this was actually a question. For that, she had nobody to blame but herself. But tighter discipline was on its way. There were always those who wanted to be commanded. There were always the ones who would toss everything aside and follow blindly in the hopes that they would see some reward that was usually entirely self-serving. Or, she regarded the woman who had stepped out from the crowd to speak, if they thought they might find some degree of protection.
 
   “For one, they will be permanently removed from any foraging details but will have the same privilege of first choice when there are luxuries. They will have an attendant of their choosing who will see to their needs, and they will always be served during the early chow with the watch and patrol units.” The major never broke eye contact with the female, so she noted a slight twitch of the eyebrow when the attendant perk was mentioned; that is why she already knew the next question before it was asked.
 
   “And this attendant…what if the person selected is not exactly…willing? Your policy in the past—”
 
   “Is suspended for this one instance.” 
 
   This was the one thing she would struggle with. That little bitch Willa could say what she wanted—hell, so could anybody else for that matter—but the new world was about survival. Her unit saw that sooner than most and adjusted accordingly. The only reason that she had fixated on the president’s daughter for so long was because she thought it might provide a good bargaining chip. Now? Now all she wanted to do was live…not simply survive.
 
   With the people under her command, she could carve out a nice little niche and build her own nation. She’s always been a fan of ancient history. In particular, she held what some might have considered an unhealthy admiration for the Spartans. They were warriors. She could be the new incarnation of Lycurgus and bring her society to power. Perhaps, someday, her existence would be one of debate by scholars who refused to believe that a single woman could achieve what she aspired just as Lycurgus was often attributed to mythology.
 
   She was in command of over a hundred people. That would put her group head and shoulders above most of the pathetic pockets of survivors who had managed to last this long. And she would increase her numbers through simple conquest. 
 
   “Then consider me one of your first volunteers,” the woman said, snapping Major Wanda Beers out of her dreams of power and grandeur.
 
   “And you do this of your own free will with the knowledge that failure to accomplish the tasks I set before you could result in your death?”
 
   “I do,” the woman swore. “And I choose Bill Wilson as my…attendant.”
 
   “And what is your name?”
 
   “Suzi McFarlane.”
 
   “Wait, she can’t do that!” a man’s voice hollered from a few rows back in the crowd.
 
   “Actually…she can,” Major Beers shouted. “Somebody bring this man…Bill Wilson…bring him forward.”
 
   Two rather large men that the major recognized as original members of her unit shouldered their way through the crowd dragging a large—in a pot-bellied trucker sort of way—man forward and threw him to the ground at the major’s feet.
 
   “We both want in,” the men said in unison.
 
   The major smiled down at the raw, red face of the man apparently known as Bill Wilson. She leaned closer to him and let all emotion slide off her face.
 
   “You have a choice,” the major hissed. “You accept your role as attendant…or…you fight me.”
 
   The man’s head turned just slightly. The bodies of those who had challenged the major’s leadership were all within arm’s reach. His head slumped in defeat.
 
   “I have plenty of positions to fill,” she raised her head and addressed the crowd once more. “We are going to build a stronghold that will become a sanctuary for survivors. But we will also become a symbol of power and might. That will take discipline. Who is ready to reap the rewards?”
 
   In her mind, she had expected a mighty cheer from the crowd. What she received was a few shouts mixed with some lukewarm applause and about half of the heads in the group nodding. It was a start.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   5
 
   A Skeleton in the Geek’s Closet
 
    
 
   Darkness had taken on an entirely new meaning in a dead world. At first, Kevin was not sure that he had indeed opened his eyes. He rested his hand on his nose but could see absolutely nothing. If it weren’t for Valarie’s snoring, he would have had trouble believing that he was in fact awake. 
 
   The dreams he’d been having were already fading, but he made an effort to hold on to at least one image. Seeing his sister’s face—even in a dream—was enough to fill his heart in ways that were frightening. He had spent most of his life trying to distance himself from any real deep emotion. He’d tried to keep a separation between him and his sister when she was born. But that had failed miserably.
 
   And yet, when something as horrible as the real life zombie apocalypse had happened, the first thing he’d done was revert to his old ways and send his mother and sister away. He had been thinking of the one person who always came first in Kevin’s life…Kevin Dreon. In all likelihood, his selfishness had probably sent them both to their deaths. And even worse, it hadn’t been his final act.
 
   His mind ran the tally sheet. Cary; it made no difference that he’d survived, or that he’d been immune. It had been his pouting and acting like a child that caused the situation. Peter King; he’d taken the only qualified medical person that he was likely to ever encounter for the rest of his life and dragged him out in the snow in search of medication for a girl so that he could ease his own conscience. Darrin; sure, it was unlikely that he would have been able to do anything the night that Shaw and his men came, but why hadn’t he posted a watch. Hell, why hadn’t he been on watch. They’d already seen Shaw and his men when they first came through. And just recently…Shari. In fact, he suspected that he would never spend another day in his life without her final minutes coming back to him.
 
   “Try not to make it hurt so much” Those words had become a chant in his head since the moment that she spoke them.
 
   The fact was, if he was being totally honest with himself, he had thought that he was so smart…had all the answers. The truth was that he was making most of it up as they went along. Some of the stuff was common sense; some was stuff that he’d learned, but seriously…who had expected this absolute fiction could ever really happen?
 
   Moving Valarie’s arm from across his chest, Kevin wriggled his way out from under the blanket and crawled around until he found the exit. He made his way up the gradual slope and out into the night air. It was still very dark outside their little dome, but there was enough ambient light that he could at least see shadows and dark shapes.
 
   Once he was relatively certain there were no zombies nearby, he moved to the edge of the overpass and relieved himself over the railing. With that basic function done, he considered waking Valarie and heading out. The fatigue in his bones sounded a sharp veto. Besides, if he was this tired, no telling how exhausted that poor girl might be. It was obvious that she’d had a rough go of things the past few days.
 
   He crawled back inside the cave and nestled back in beside the girl who had stopped snoring and moved on to mumbling. He seriously doubted that he would be able to sleep. He decided that wouldn’t be so bad. At least then he wouldn’t have to worry about dreams.
 
   He was wrong. Five minutes later, his breathing had slipped to the deep, regular rhythm of somebody who was fast asleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You sure that you don’t want to head to the cabin with your mom and sister?” Mike asked as they all stood around their cars at Trashmore Park.
 
   “They’ll be fine.” Kevin waved the question away. “If this thing lasts longer than a few weeks…I’d be very surprised. There has to be a few people in the chain of command that actually see this for what it is. Besides, remember when FEMA put out that preparedness guide to survive a zombie apocalypse? You think they did that for fun?”
 
   “No, they did it to raise awareness for disaster preparedness by using pop culture,” Darrin quipped.
 
   “Right, because the government cares about pop culture,” Kevin shot back.
 
   “You think anybody in Washington actually believed any of that bull?” Darrin challenged. “They did that on the heels of a bunch of hurricanes and tornadoes and other natural disasters to raise awareness. They figured that if even a few people took it serious, it would be that many fewer people that they would have to worry about the next time a major disaster hit. That is it…plain and simple.”
 
   “Like you know everything about how our government works,” Kevin grumbled.
 
   “All I am asking is if you are sure you don’t want to go after your mom and sister?” Mike spoke up, trying to diffuse the tension.
 
   A pair of fighter planes raced by overhead, banked sharp to the right and disappeared behind some distant trees for a few seconds. There was a flash and a ball of fire rose skyward in their wake as the jets reappeared and raced north, back the way they’d come.
 
   “Are they bombing our own cities?” Cary breathed.
 
   “Looks that way,” Kevin said with almost no emotion. For the briefest of seconds he considered Mike’s offer.
 
   “We need to get out of the city,” Cary said.
 
   “Before they declare martial law,” Kevin added.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His eyes opened, but everything was blurry. The realization that he could see told him that the sun had come up at some point. He wiped the tears from his eyes and tried to stuff the guilt brought on by his most recent dream into a box somewhere in his mind where it would hopefully be lost forever.
 
   “I’m hungry,” a voice whispered at his side.
 
   Kevin turned his head to find Valarie all the way under the comforter, her eyes peeking out from the shadows. His stomach gurgled in agreement. When had he eaten last? He tried to remember but couldn’t. That meant it had been a while.
 
   “Well then I guess we will have to go out and look for something.”
 
   “We can’t,” Valarie whispered.
 
   “Why not?”
 
    The hair-raising sound of a baby cry gave him his answer. Not for the first time, Kevin wondered how many deaths that nasty little trick had attributed to early on.
 
   “Okay.” He climbed out from the blanket and was pleasantly surprised to discover that it was not too cold. Sure, his breath still formed little puffs, but by comparison to what they’d been experiencing lately, it really was mild. “You stay put and I will go take care of whatever is out there. Then we will go find something to eat. Does that sound okay to you?” he whispered.
 
   A vigorous head nodding caused the comforter to ripple. Valarie disappeared, leaving Kevin to do a quick check of his weapons. Since he wasn’t sure what he would encounter, he cocked and loaded his crossbow. The only bolt that wouldn’t save your life was the one you didn’t fire.
 
   As he reached the mouth of the tunnel, he heard something to the left and the right. That wasn’t good. He would have to act fast. The option was to duck back inside their little snow cave and wait in the hopes that these things—however many there were—moved on soon. However, he did not want to rely on Valarie’s silence. The very last thing that he wanted to do was have to fight those things inside the cramped space. Or…even worse…if there were several, have the snow cave assaulted from the outside like he’d seen the zombies do to a door or wall. He was confident that he’d built a fairly sturdy structure, but it would collapse if enough pressure was exerted.
 
   Moving just a bit closer, he could now see the shadow of what he thought might only be one zombie to the right. Unfortunately, he could see nothing to the left. His best bet would be to move fast and come up quick.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Kevin moved to the very mouth of the entrance. Rolling onto his back, he grabbed the sides and shot himself out. He slid a few feet before coming to a stop. Three to the left and only the one to the right. 
 
   He sighted on the closest one—a teen boy with a face that used to contain what Kevin had to guess were several piercings, but now he was an absolute mess. His bolt went in under the chin and jutted up from the top of its head. It toppled, knocking the other two over in the process.
 
   Scrambling up, Kevin pulled another bolt free from the holder mounted on the crossbow and stepped close, driving it into the milky eye socket of the lone zombie that remained on its feet. There was a sick popping sound. He yanked it back and was able to do the same to the other two who were a lot like turtles flipped onto their backs as they struggled in vain to regain their feet.
 
   With that done, he did a full walk around to ensure that no other surprises were waiting for them. Once he was certain that it was clear, he called Valarie out. It took them another twenty minutes to get moving as the girl came out and promptly announced that she had to go to the bathroom. He had her go back into their cave seeing as how they wouldn’t be using it any more.
 
   Eventually, they were on the road again. Kevin angled them towards the very first lone residence that he spotted sitting all by itself surrounded by acres and acres of snow-covered land. His hopes that a farming residence might have some good food stored up proved partially correct. There was a pantry where the occupants had obviously canned shelves full of all sorts of things. Sadly, the frigid temperatures had cause all but two of the jars to burst.
 
   Once they were certain that the house was empty, he and Valarie sat down to frozen pickled okra. Valarie surprised Kevin by not arguing or complaining about the less-than-desirable makings of their meal. He knew from certain times involving his sister that, if she didn’t like or want something, there was no force under the sun that could get her to comply.
 
   They went through the rest of the house and found a few things, but nothing topped a dresser full of clothes. They were a bit musty, but they were considerably cleaner than what either of them was wearing. They managed to scrounge up a few complete changes. And while none of it was a perfect fit, it felt nice to be out of the soggy stuff they had been wearing. It was only a slight concern, but Kevin noticed a severe amount of discoloration in his feet. Frostbite was obviously setting up camp.
 
   Once they had both changed, Kevin brought Valarie up to the top floor of the farmhouse. He stationed her at a window that looked out across the open fields of white towards the highway.
 
   “I want you to keep looking out for anything moving. I don’t want you to yell, though. We need to be very quiet,” he said. She smiled big and nodded in agreement. “I will be downstairs for a bit getting our stuff ready. When I have everything set, we will go. But I will be busy, so I need you to watch for anything at all. Okay?”
 
   “Okay,” Valarie agreed and turned to start her vigil.
 
   Kevin headed downstairs and set out everything they had and everything they had found. He had an axe, his machete, his crossbow, and an old curved blade that was rusty but seemed pretty sturdy. They had three changes of clothes, two North Face sleeping bags that smelled like cat piss but had sub-zero ratings, a collapsible shovel, some Ambien and the few assorted meds for Valarie that had been with Shari, and one box of Minute Rice. (Finding the sleeping bags had convinced him that it was okay to ditch the comforter and blanket.)
 
   Kevin checked the weapons and made sure that everything was clean and in good working order. He was not fortunate enough to find a backpack, but from what he was seeing, whoever had lived here had taken the camping gear. They had probably left the sleeping bags because of the stench. They either had newer ones or had some crazy notion that they would easily replace the ones they left behind.
 
   Once he had everything ready, he slipped out the back door and went to the barn. Time and the fact that everything was frozen did a great job in knocking down the stench from the three cows, two goats, and one horse that had died inside the wooden structure. Of all the animals, it was the horse that creeped him out a bit. Its tongue was sticking out of its mouth and its glassy, dead eyes had that look of fear on them that made its face extra frightening.
 
   He went through the building methodically in search of anything that they might be able to use. It proved to be a bust. What the original residents had not taken, it was likely that looters had done so long ago. When he was done, he headed back inside to fetch Valarie.
 
   When he got to the top floor, he could hear soft murmuring. He peeked into the room that he’d left her in to watch. She was seated on the floor with what looked like a pair of handmade dolls.
 
   “…and we can sing together every day,” she said in a high-pitched voice.
 
   “But do I have to go to forever sleep, or can I just visit?” she said in her own voice.
 
   “You can only be with me sometimes if you don’t go to forever sleep.” Valarie moved the ‘Shari’ doll back and forth to indicate that she was speaking.
 
   “But how do I go to forever sleep?”
 
   Kevin held his breath. He wasn’t sure what he expected. If she gave some sort of complex answer, he was going to freak out. His mind raced through the plethora of books he had read that crossed the typical zombie story with some sort of supernatural flavor stirred in. This was done with varying degrees of success. Some had really been good reads, but others had bordered on silly.
 
   “You close your eyes and don’t ever open them again,” Valarie said in her Shari voice.
 
   Kevin actually felt his body relax a bit. The last thing he needed was to for some spirit guide to manifest and turn this entire situation into something absurd. That thought actually made him have to stifle a chuckle. 
 
   Here he was in the middle of Ohio (he was pretty sure they were still in Ohio) searching an abandoned farmhouse in the middle of winter. Currently, his only companion was an African-American girl with Down’s syndrome. She was dredging up all of his feelings of guilt about how he had basically abandoned his little sister and mother. Meanwhile, he was searching for the rest of his group which consisted of perhaps one of the most beautiful women in the world who just happened to have the ‘hots’ for him, a former cheerleader who was immune to the zombie bite, a guy that they had rescued and that he had personally carried on his back to their hideout, and the teen sister of what had been one of the biggest pop stars prior to the apocalypse who he had recently put a crossbow bolt through the forehead of at her request. To make it more comical (at least he was currently seeing it as humorous), that group was on the way to try and meet up with an all-female militia who just happened to supposedly have the former president’s daughter in their group.
 
   When he looked at it all in the condensed form, it seemed kind of far-fetched. Toss in the fact that they were in the middle of a zombie apocalypse and it went right to absurd. He had spent so much time telling everybody that things weren’t like the movies, yet he kept thinking that each obstacle might be the last. He and his group would find their Utopia and be able to rest. All of his plans and hard work would bring them to safety.
 
   He was as guilty as the others of fanciful thinking. The reality was that they would have to fight and scratch to survive each and every day for the rest of their lives. The thing about the movies was that they all came to an end. This was forever. He couldn’t just walk out into the lobby and leave it behind…there was no reset button like in his favorite video games if the level became too hard or he made a bad decision. This was it.
 
   Kevin shook his head and blinked his eyes. He had drifted off on his train of thought. At some point, Valarie had simply stopped talking. She was now curled up tight on the floor clutching the dolls to her chest and rocking back and forth.
 
   He stepped into the room and whispered her name. He wasn’t sure if she was aware he stood there or not and didn’t want to frighten her. She continued on, oblivious of his presence. At least it seemed that way.
 
   He knelt beside her and put a hand very gently on her shoulder. He spoke her name again, this time just a bit louder. She made no response that indicated she realized that he was there and continued to rock back and forth. 
 
   “C’mon, Valarie,” Kevin urged. “I need you to get up now. We need to start walking.”
 
   Out of the blue, she began to sing at the top of her lungs. He recognized it as one of Shari’s songs, but in all honesty, he had never paid any attention to the girl’s music. As guilty as he felt about her death, it was more out of the simple fact that he doubted that he would ever be comfortable with taking another human life. However, the reality was that they had never actually gotten very close.
 
   “Valarie,” he said with just a bit more force. 
 
   “I don’t want to walk anymore,” Valarie sang at the top of her lungs. “I just want to sleep…sleep like grandma and Shari.”
 
   Kevin put hands on each of the girl’s shoulders and eased her up until they were face-to-face. He took a deep breath and let the agitation that was trying to rear up settle down just a bit.
 
   “We have to walk now,” Kevin said. “We are going to look for the others. Shari’s little sister Erin is with them, don’t you need to watch over her? Didn’t you say you would for Shari?”
 
   He didn’t really know what the two had said or agreed upon, but it was the best ploy that he could think of that might get her up and moving. It did not appear to make a dent as Valarie continued to rock back and forth, singing one of Shari’s songs at the top of her lungs.
 
   A voice in the back of his head started to try and compete with the singing. That is why you left her. Despite how much you loved your sister, you knew that she would be a danger to everybody around her.
 
   “No,” Kevin whispered. Now he was shaking his head back and forth.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “She is what we consider high-functioning,” the man in the shirt and tie said from behind the desk.
 
   Kevin sat beside his mother in the stuffy office, walls littered with diplomas and certificates that were supposed to impress or comfort. They did neither for Kevin.
 
   “And what determines that?” Kevin asked as Sara stood between his knees chewing on the nose of her stuffed Big Bird.
 
   “Well, we have put her through a battery of tests—” Dr. Seymour Huffings started, but Kevin cut him off.
 
   “Non-standardized tests if what I read is accurate.” He glanced down at his sister and flashed her a wink and a smile. She blinked both eyes in response and her grin grew around the slobber-soaked beak that was starting to wilt. “You can say what you like, but those words really don’t mean a thing do they? There is no actual medical benchmark that you use to make that determination. So you think that if you toss around a phrase that you think is complimentary, then we will just enroll her in this study because we are so lucky to have a high-functioning child. The fact is that she has trisomy twenty-one…Down’s Syndrome. She is prone to irrational mood swings and tantrums. But because she can put the right blocks in the right slot on some board, we will let you take her and try out some new drug?”
 
   Kevin stood up and scooped his sister into his arms. “We’re leaving, Mom.” 
 
   She followed him all the way down the hall scolding him for being so rude, and how that poor man was just trying to help. Kevin let her get it out of her system. He kept his mouth shut until they reached the car and he had Sara strapped in to her car seat and shut the door.
 
   “I told you that she was going to have problems that you were not ready to deal with.” Kevin spun on his mother and looked down into her creased, angry face. “You had it easy with me. You and Dad didn’t even have to hardly be parents. I never needed help with homework, and by the time I hit my freshman year, you wouldn’t have been able to help me anyways.”
 
   “That’s not fair, Kevin,” Sharon Dreon argued. “Your dad and I made sure that you were able to flourish. We enrolled you in everything you asked for…sent you to all those camps during the summer.”
 
   “You started sending me to those when I was six…I never asked for them,” Kevin countered. “You shuttled me out of the house every chance you got.”
 
   “You’re changing this to make the situation suit you…you always do this, Kevin.”
 
   “And you are avoiding the fact that you are trying to shove the responsibility for taking care of Sara on anybody you can,” Kevin countered. “I warned you when those tests came back that this child would be more than you can handle.”
 
   “And your answer was for me to abort it? Who are you to make that choice for anybody?” Now Sharon Dreon was really angry. Her face was flushing a bright red and she had her fists clenched.
 
   “My answer was that you should have never let this happen in the first place.”
 
   “Why don’t you just get in the car and tell your sister that she isn’t wanted?”
 
   Kevin glanced in the window at his little sister. They had built a bond unlike anything that he ever imagined, but there was still that very small voice that would pop up from time to time—usually whenever he was at home for extended periods. He always enjoyed the time that he spent with his sister, but he had a tendency to vanish whenever she went into “one of her moods” as his mother referred to them.
 
   Sara was currently engaged in a very animated conversation with Big Bird. She seemed oblivious to the drama taking place just a couple of feet away. Still, she appeared to sense that eyes were on her and she turned to look out the window. Her eyes lit up and became visibly brighter as soon as she made eye contact with her big brother. His heart melted.
 
   “You know better than that.” Kevin gave a little wave and tried to keep his serious tone while the smile stayed plastered on his face. “But these drug companies are getting out of hand…you really want to let them pump her full of crap that they have no idea what side-effects may crop up?”
 
   His mother stood silent for a few seconds too long in Kevin’s opinion before reluctantly shaking her head. They got in the car and drove home in silence. A few days later, when Kevin returned to school, his mother had returned to Dr. Huffings’ office and signed the papers to admit Sara into the study. Kevin didn’t find out for almost five weeks when he called one day and had the urge to just say hello to Sara.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Snapping himself out of it, Kevin took Valarie by the hand and urged her to her feet. She continued to stare up at the ceiling and sing at the top of her lungs. That is why Kevin didn’t hear the zombie clawing its way up the stairs.
 
   “I don’t wanna walk in the snow anymore!” Valarie sang over and over.
 
   The clatter of his crossbow toppling where it had been propped against the wall in the hallway alerted him to the approaching zombie. It was missing everything below the waist and its clothing had long since rotted or torn away. A knife jutted from its back and looked to be welded to the body.
 
   Kevin drew his machete and stepped forward. The thing rolled its head up at him and hissed. Long blonde hair matted with filth covered one milky eye completely, and a sickly condensation gave the entire thing a vile sheen. Just as he stepped in to put this thing down for good, Valarie shrieked.
 
   “Don’t hurt my mama!”
 
   The girl shoved past him and dropped to her knees beside the pitiful creature. Her arms wrapped around its neck, and for just a moment, Kevin was certain that the girl was going to have a chunk taken out of her. He was amazed at how deftly she maneuvered to put the creature in what, on a living person, would be a hell of a choke hold. But once her grip was secure, there was no way for it to get into position to bite her. Not that it didn’t try.
 
   “Valarie,” he whispered, kneeling but still keeping his distance, “that isn’t your mama.”
 
   “It is!” she insisted, rocking the zombie in her arms while it continued to hiss and flail.
 
   The sounds of moans carried to his ears. Getting up, but still keeping one eye on the zombie, he moved to the window. Coming across the field, slowly but steadily, were a few dozen dark shapes. Valarie’s carrying on had brought them, and now it was up to him to get them out of here.
 
   Part of his mind raced as he tried to figure a way out, the other part scolded him for not at least giving her some of her medication. After all, that had been his purpose for making that trip in the first place…the trip that had eventually led to this situation. Had he been with the others when Major Beers and her soldiers had arrived—
 
   Nothing would have ended up any different…and in fact, you might very well be dead, a voice in his head that sounded an awful lot like Willa scolded.
 
   “We need to go find Erin,” Kevin blurted.
 
   Valarie looked up from where she sat. She had started to sing to the zombie and rock it back and forth while resting her chin on top of its head. Like a child being shown a new or better toy, she shoved the zombie away and lunged to her feet.
 
   The zombie reached out with one hand, the skin worn away in spots to show gray bone underneath. It swiped for the girl’s leg as she rushed to Kevin with a look of expectancy on her face.
 
   “Will Shari be there?” she asked as the zombie clutched her booted foot.
 
   Kevin was about to step in and put the thing down when Valarie lifted her free foot and brought it down with a crunch on the offending appendage. With a few more stomps and a kick, she sent the zombie crashing into a nearby dresser. 
 
   “Maybe,” Kevin lied. He felt just a slight tug at his conscience, but he felt that the situation more than warranted what he considered a very minor ‘white’ lie.
 
   Grabbing their things, Kevin led the way downstairs. When he reached the front door and looked outside, he was relieved to see that none of the approaching undead were having much luck with the snow as they trudged mindlessly forward. He quickly spied the trail of the creeping zombie that had made it upstairs. It had come out from under the porch. He filed that little bit of info away and would process it later.
 
   They headed around back. The way was clearer, but not completely an open shot. He could make out dark figures that stood out against the all-white background. He and Valarie plunged forward, and it was all he could do to keep their pace reasonable. He had a difficult time not simply running for all he was worth. After all, all those “dark figures” moving slowly through the snow were zombies. They never rested, never slept…they simply continued forward in pursuit of whatever had their attention for the moment; and right now, it was him and Valarie.
 
   They reached the fence and crawled through. Looking around, Kevin began to angle them towards the direction of where he was pretty sure the highway would be. The sun came out and brought on a whole new set of problems as the glare from the snow started to become too much for their eyes to handle. 
 
   Sunglasses. Something so simple that could make all the difference in the world right now and not only did he not have a pair, it was unlikely that they would be coming across any in the near future. His eyes were beginning to water, and he was squinting tighter than Clint Eastwood. 
 
   Time stopped having any meaning as they continued on. But every time he looked around to see if the coast was clear, dark shapes danced in the watery distance that his vision allowed him to see. There was no actual clear path, simply ones that offered the most distance between them and the relentless undead.
 
   As the sun reached its zenith, Kevin felt cramps threatening to render his legs useless. He knew that he would fall the moment that he stopped for more than a second. On multiple occasions they came within yards—sometimes just a few feet—of one or more zombies. He was no longer leading an attempt to escape, he truly believed that he was simply putting off their inevitable deaths.
 
   More than once he glanced at the girl beside him. Her face showed nothing. No happiness, no sign of the exhaustion that was threatening to drop him in his tracks. For all of the fuss that she had made back in the farmhouse, she was silent and seemed to be able to maintain this pace forever.
 
   A fresh wave of guilt slammed into him and threatened to buckle his knees. Despite the fact that it had been her carrying on that initially brought the undead on them, she now looked to be holding up better than he was as they continued on just managing to stay a few steps ahead of the undead as the snow became an unwitting equalizer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The relative darkness of the empty Walmart made it easy for Kevin to hide his expression. Why couldn’t Darrin just shut up and mind his own business?
 
   “I just don’t see how you can abandon them, sending your mom and sister up into the woods while you plan to head halfway across the country,” Darrin’s voice carried easily enough from a few rows over as the pair continued to fill shopping carts with whatever they could find.
 
   “Why is everybody so worried about my family? It’s not like you all are calling your relatives for this little trip,” Kevin snapped.
 
   “Mike’s dad is a cop and hasn’t been heard from since the third day, and his brother is in the Air Force stationed in Germany. Cary is a flake and still thinks this is a game.” Darrin didn’t need to mention that his mom and dad had died in a car wreck two years ago. In fact, it had been Mike’s dad who delivered the news that rainy night. “Your sister is gonna be a handful for your mom, and if we are even sort of right…you are sending them—”
 
   “They’ll be fine,” Kevin hissed, cutting the rest of that statement off. “And I doubt this thing lasts more than a few months. They are someplace safe and I personally stocked the cabin myself. I stock it every year at the end of summer.”
 
   “What about her meds?” Darrin asked.
 
   That question hung in the air. Kevin scowled and headed towards the far end of the store away from Darrin. It was no secret that his sister required certain medications. As if Down’s syndrome had not made life for her difficult enough, she was also diagnosed with diabetes around her seventh birthday.
 
   He knew that his mom was really good about keeping the insulin schedule, but had she remembered to bring everything in all the insanity of the neighbor trying to get in? And how long would the supplies last even if she had brought everything from the house. That stuff was month-to-month as it was; maybe if he hit a pharmacy on the way out and convinced the guys to swing just a bit off course. 
 
   And can you look your sister in the eye and then leave her with all that is going on…all that you know will happen in the coming weeks and months? a voice in his head taunted.
 
   Kevin took a deep breath. This was about survival. If this were a movie, he would be the leading candidate for the story asshole, but it wasn’t and he was going to survive. He thought about a tee shirt he owned. It read, If the zombies do come…I’m tripping you. Funny thing was, he had bought that shirt pretty sure that it accurately described his thoughts on the subject.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Up ahead, he spied something that took his mind several moments to identify as a wall of cars that had been piled to create a barricade. His fatigue had reached such extremes that his mind could not ferret out just why that was so important. Still, he trudged on towards that wall of vehicles, certain that it meant something, and that something was important if not actually beneficial.
 
   Valarie was the first to actually notice the approaching figures heading their way. Twice she tugged Kevin’s arm to get his attention. Finally she simply stopped and yelled his name at the top of her lungs.
 
   “Huh?” Kevin stopped and looked around. 
 
   He looked back at Valarie who was pointing towards the wall of vehicles off in the distance. Kevin turned and saw the dozen or so dark shapes heading his way. He looked over his shoulder. The dead were still coming at their slow-but-constant pace.
 
   They were trapped.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   6
 
   Catastrophic Loss
 
    
 
   So many thoughts go through your mind when you know that you are about to die; every moment that you wasted on stupid things instead of spending time with friends and loved ones, all the choices that you made…that were wrong, things you wish you would have said to those that you care about, things you wish you would have said to people who pissed you off, some of it is pretty trivial, but the overwhelming feeling is that you didn’t make the most of your life. 
 
   At least that was going through my mind as I saw the shadow creeping across what I assumed would be my final resting place. Well, at least until I got up and started eating people.
 
   “This sucks,” I whispered.
 
   I tried to move my left arm, but it was useless. My right arm was fine, but fighting off a zombie is more of a full-body experience. Sure, I wouldn’t go down without doing everything in my power to survive, but I just didn’t see how this would pan out any other way than me ending up dead. Oh yeah, and then there was the shootout taking place all around me. I never realized that you could actually hear bullets whizz past.
 
   I heard the crunch of the snow as death approached. My right hand fumbled around for any weapon that I could lay my hands on. I found the handle of an axe that I hadn’t even realized was dangling from my belt. As I worked it free, a figure appeared above me. Of course all I could see was the dark outline.
 
   “Steve?” a familiar voice said.
 
   “Doug?” I managed through the overwhelming relief that almost equalized the pain.
 
   He crouched down and actually seemed to burrow into the snow beside me. He rested a hand on my chest and was giving me a look that took me a moment to decipher: fear.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Umm...” he seemed to struggle with the words. Finally he just nodded to my head and shot a glance to my shoulder.
 
   “Oh,” I sighed, “yeah, I took a good one to the shoulder. The head wound probably looks worse than it is. You know what they say about those.”
 
   “Can you walk?” he asked.
 
   “If you help me to my feet, you better believe it.”
 
   “Okay,” he said with a nod. “Just be careful. We have zombies pretty much on all sides. They are having a hell of a time in this snow, though. The raiders seem to be backing off. I saw Jon and he told me that this group is falling back, but that he thinks this may have only been an insurgence…or something like that. He thinks they are part of a bigger group.”
 
   “Wow, you are full of all sorts of good news,” I mumbled. That seemed to fluster Doug for a moment.
 
   I thought about it and realized that I hadn’t really spent too much time getting to know Doug Coates…or his wife for that matter. They had joined us a while back after a bunch of us basically rescued them from a pack of zombie wolves. But other than the occasional pleasantry and morning greeting, I didn’t really know this guy. Yet, Jon had selected him to be part of the group that stayed behind to fight while the others made a run for it. 
 
   “If I help you to your feet, can you walk on your own or do you need my help?” Doug had already dismissed my comment and was back to the business at hand which was survival.
 
   “I am pretty sure I can walk.”
 
   “Okay, then I am going to take off for some trees nearby. DeAngelo is there and is actually the one who saw you go down and sent me to you.”
 
   I only had a second to wonder why he hadn’t bothered to come himself. That’s because Doug grabbed my right wrist and yanked me to my feet. I only had another second to marvel at how strong he was before the sound of a rifle and a puff of snow right beside me reminded me that I needed to move my ass.
 
   I was pretty sure that I could not have made it had it not been for Doug clearing the path. As it was, the pain from my shoulder coupled with the loss of blood, and the fact that my leg was reminding me that it was not entirely healed either, had me moving slowly and with a drunken stagger that rivaled my craziest New Year’s.
 
   Looking around, Doug had not been exaggerating. Zombies were visible on all sides. A few had come though that opening that I’d created. Others were floundering in what was, in my mind, reminiscent of dinosaurs in the La Brea Tar Pits. Every so often, I spotted a creeper moving across the surface of the snow, but even those were slowly sinking.
 
   My mind flashed back to Emily. I was pretty sure that was how we’d lost her. If we survived this, I would have to pass along that the snow would need to be treated like a mine field from now on.
 
   I passed within just a few yards of three zombies that were up to their waists in the white, frozen quicksand. All of them strained and thrashed about as they reached for me to no avail. It was very difficult not to react and take them down, but they were of almost no consequence, I was in no condition to fight, and there were still people shooting. However, I honestly could not tell who was shooting at whom. If not for the occasional puff of snow exploding nearby, I would almost feel safe.
 
   We reached the trees and I collapsed. Now, to clarify…we had maybe travelled twenty feet! It had seemed like a thousand, but it was really not all that far.
 
   “Man…you scared the crap out of me,” DeAngelo said with obvious relief.
 
   “How so?” I rolled over onto my back and tried my best not to just pass out from the pain.
 
   “If I had to be the one to tell Melisa and Thalia that you didn’t make it…” His voice trailed off and I could tell he was more than just upset about the fact that he might have to be the one to pass on news of my demise. He winced as the tree he was leaning against shuddered from the impact of a bullet. Bringing his rifle to his shoulder, he snugged his eye up to the rubber cup attached to the scope. I heard him take one deep breath and hold it. His rifle roared once…twice.
 
   I waited for another shot, but it was not forthcoming. Not only that, but a strange quiet fell. Eventually I could make out an occasional moan or groan from one of the undead…but the gunfire had ceased. We had made it! The big man looked down at me with what I first mistook for a wicked grin.
 
   Then I looked at him closer. His eyes were already showing the black tracers.
 
   “Dammit, DeAngelo,” I said around the giant lump that had suddenly formed in my throat.
 
   He glanced down to the long rip on his left arm. I was pretty sure he hadn’t just snagged himself on a stray branch or piece of jagged metal.
 
   “Yeah…well if it wasn’t for Jesus…” He took a deep breath and I was pretty sure that the pain he was swallowing had nothing to do with the visible injury that was going to be his death sentence. “That bastard came out of nowhere just as a pack of those things had trapped me. I was in the trench we had cleared at the edge of the parking lot. Jon had found me and told me get back up to the house. He said that the raiders hadn’t made it up there and that he was pretty sure they were falling back. He wanted me to secure the area and make sure.”
 
   “Jesus had just found me and we were already on our way,” Doug spoke now as DeAngelo closed his eyes and pressed his lips tight in obvious pain. “There were a couple of walkers milling about on the porch. Jesus had me wait while he slipped inside. I heard one shot. When he motioned me inside, there were three bodies. One with her throat cut just in the entry, another pinned to the wall by the fireplace by a big knife, and the third right at the base of the ladder to the crow’s nest. I waited while he went up the ladder. He came down a moment later saying that it looked like whoever these people were, they were backing off, but he said it as he sprinted past me.”
 
   “He must have seen that I was caught between the two groups of zombies—” DeAngelo started, but Doug cut him off.
 
   “I don’t think so. He kept saying something about how it couldn’t be possible and some stuff in Spanish that made no sense to me…and one name.” Doug shot me a look, but he couldn’t keep eye contact. A chill that had nothing to do with the snow wrapped itself around my heart and threatened to steal my breath.
 
   “Emily,” I breathed.
 
   “But you took her out into the woods.” Doug was giving me a look that I could not read. DeAngelo was a different story altogether.
 
   “You couldn’t do it.” The words were not an indictment. They were stated as a simple fact. When I looked up at the big man, I saw understanding.
 
   “I tried,” was all I could say.
 
   “So that day that you took off…” DeAngelo started, but he squeezed his eyes shut again and slumped to his knees.
 
   “I took her way out into the woods. When she stopped breathing, I laid her down and waited.” I explained the strange behavior that I’d witnessed in the child-zombies and how I had to know if there might be something left in Emily…if maybe there might be something different with her being a child…hell, I don’t know.
 
   “Was there?” Doug blurted. “Was there something different?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. 
 
   I thought back to that moment when she climbed to her feet. I hid behind some nearby trees and watched as she seemed to look around. At one point, I had been certain that she was staring right at me. But then she turned and wandered off. I knew as I watched that she was no different. Except for the fact that she was still Emily as far as my heart was concerned and I could not bring myself to end her. What was one more of them in the big picture of things? That was the rationale that I used to ease my mind as I had returned home that day.
 
   Any chance that we had of delving deeper into this conversation ended when Jesus seemed to explode from a nearby snow bank. He was about ten feet away and just to our right.
 
   “Run!” he snarled as he bounded towards us. 
 
   I got to my feet and was rewarded with the world choosing that instant to simply tilt sideways. At least that is what it felt like. I ended up on my side with snow clogging my mouth and nose as I gasped and sucked it in.
 
   I felt myself lift up and found Jesus’ face right in front of mine. He wasn’t happy.
 
   “You didn’t kill her.”
 
   That was all he said, but he really didn’t need to explain, we both knew just what he was talking about. My mind reeled. How could she have come back? She had wandered off almost in the exact opposite direction of our location.
 
   “She killed Nickie,” Jesus was almost touching my nose with his now.
 
   “Oh my God,” Doug moaned. 
 
   For just a moment, I felt the exact same way. My weakness had led to the death of another. For so long, I had tried to do everything right for the group. I had tried to be the strong one and make the tough decisions. But the truth remained that I was no leader. I was a survivor. Nothing more.
 
   “Jesus!” Doug screamed.
 
   I felt something brush my leg. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Jesus and I both looked first at Doug, but then our eyes tracked to where he was staring. 
 
   DeAngelo.
 
   The big man was on his hands and knees. With one of his enormous hands, he reached out and grabbed Jesus by the leg. What I had felt brush my leg was his arm as it came between us. It was merely luck of the draw (and I will die thinking so…I refuse to believe DeAngelo had any or made any choice). Jesus was the loser as DeAngelo’s hand wrapped around Jesus’ ankle and yanked him from his feet.
 
   The three of us tumbled to the ground with me landing on the very top. I have no idea where DeAngelo bit, but Jesus screamed. I pushed off and barely made it to my feet. That proved even worse as DeAngelo was able to rise up just enough. Had there been no sound, you could have thought that the two men were about to kiss.
 
   There was sound. Lots and lots of sound.
 
   At some point, Doug had decided he had enough and bolted. I looked around and caught just a glimpse of him vanishing over a hump of white back in the direction that Jesus had come from. Something in my mind was trying to connect, but it was like the first time I had tried to drive a stick shift. I must have missed two or three times trying to get it into gear.
 
   Then Doug screamed.
 
   That was when I realized Jesus had been running from that direction. I used a small tree to get all the way up to my feet, fighting the swoon; I knew that if I did not start moving right this second that I would die here. Part of my brain said that maybe I deserved to do just that.
 
   When the snow darkened with shadows, I still stood there. I honestly do not know if it was because I was actually considering the possibility of simply giving up, or if it was because I was weak from blood loss, dazed from the past few minutes, or close to blacking out from the pain in my shoulder.
 
   When the dozen or so zombies stumbled through the opening that Jesus had created, most with fresh smears of blood on their hands and faces, the spell was broken. I pushed away from the tree and plunged back out towards where Doug had rescued me a lifetime ago—at least that is how it felt at the moment.
 
   In my mind, I just told myself, left foot…right foot…left foot…right foot. I was doing okay as long as I stayed in our shoveled out paths or in the tracks made by others—living or dead made no difference as long as I did not have to bound through the snow; almost waist deep at the thinnest, but up to shoulder deep in other spots. 
 
   Then I ran into Nickie.
 
   I was in one of the trenches that would eventually bring me to Death Alley. From there, I would make for the house and then wait for whoever showed up. At this point, I was pretty sure that Jon was the only one left alive out of those of us who had stayed behind. I kept going through it in my head: Fiona, DeAngelo, Nickie, Doug, Jesus, Jon, and me.
 
   Yep. If Jon was alive, then it was just the two of us. Even worse, I was responsible for most of them in some way. Fiona had been stuck to a tree by a raider. I wasn’t responsible for that as far as I knew, but who could be sure at this point.
 
   So there was Nickie on her hands and knees with her face dripping blood as she lifted it from the belly of a person that I did not recognize. That meant it was obviously one of the raiders. Closer inspection revealed that the person had been shot in the legs. That left it open to all sorts of possibilities. It could have been one of us that did the shooting…or perhaps “friendly” fire. I seem to remember a sweatshirt that said something like “I like you, but if the zombies come, I’m tripping you!” 
 
   It seemed a lot funnier at the time.
 
   Nickie hissed at me and the body twitched. Oh, God, the person is still alive, I thought with just a touch of pity. Sure, he—yep, it was a guy—was going to try and take all of our stuff, but that didn’t mean I was happy to see the person being feasted upon.
 
   I drew my axe as she tore the hole in the poor man’s belly just a little wider so that she could gain better access to some of the juicier bits. I am so glad that she didn’t look up as I took two unsteady steps to get closer. With as much energy as I could muster, I brought the axe down on the back of her head. It stuck fast in the skull and I simply lacked the strength to retrieve it.
 
   For what I think was the first time today, luck was with me. Nickie had a really nice curved machete hanging from her belt. I grabbed it and took a few steps before stopping in my tracks and going back. After dispatching Nickie’s meal/victim, I continued. No sense leaving one behind me that might get up and be on my trail in a few minutes. As it was, I had my doubts on my ability to make it up the hill to the cabin. 
 
   Shoveled pathway or not, I was dizzy and in a lot of pain. My left arm hung useless at my side. My leg was starting to add to the choir of discomfort. If I was a dog, you would put me out of my misery…and right about now, I wasn’t so sure that wasn’t such a bad idea.
 
   I have always known that head injuries are nasty bleeders, but I was almost leaving a steady trail. Every time I reached up and wiped at my eyes, I seemed to make things worse. Also, besides impairing my vision, the mix of blood and sweat was starting to really burn.
 
   Left foot…right foot…left foot…right foot…
 
   I reached the uphill slope and made it about ten feet before my legs buckled and I collapsed. I was facedown, but could hear the moans, groans, and cries of the undead. I made it onto my back. At least if they came, I could try and fight them off.
 
   I was trying to make sense of it all. Who were these people? Why us? And what was the deal with the zombies? They were not very good in the snow. Also, you couldn’t really control them. So how did this happen?
 
   “Steve?” I heard a familiar voice.
 
   “Down here, Jon,” I called.
 
   I heard footsteps crunching in the snow and hoped that they were Jon’s. It would be my luck at this point that a zombie or six just happened to be on the trail between me and Jon. Thankfully that was simply a pessimistic and quickly dispelled thought. Jon came around the corner. But he wasn’t alone.
 
   “Who’s your new friend?” I asked.
 
   Jon yanked on the cord he had tethered to and wrapped tightly around the wrists of a young lady. She made a hissing sound between her teeth and staggered forward until she was at his side. I guess I was not too surprised or outraged when he shoved her to the ground hard enough to make her start to cry a little. Don’t get me wrong, it seemed strange, even a little awkward. But I was honestly just relieved to see him.
 
   “Caught her just as she reached the tree line.” Jon knelt beside me, but kept himself in position to watch his captive.
 
   “Making a hasty retreat?” I guessed.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I looked at Jon and saw a look that gave me concern. I wasn’t absolutely positive, but I would say that he looked worried.
 
   “She was on the trail of the ones we sent away.”
 
   With those words I suddenly had an understanding of his expression. I guess it was easy enough to read on my face.
 
   “She says she was the only one and that she was actually acting on her own,” Jon added hastily as if to settle my fears. “I am almost confident that she is telling the truth.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Because the bastard broke three of my fingers!” the girl spat. 
 
   To emphasize her point, she held up her tethered hands. Sure enough, three of her digits were at angles not originally intended. I shot a look at Jon who just shrugged.
 
   “I didn’t really have a lot of time to use more esoteric methods,” he said. “And as it is, when we get up to the cabin, I intend to get some more information out of her. You are obviously in no shape to help—”
 
   “Help?” I blurted. “What would make you think I could be any use in…in…”
 
   “Torture?” the girl finished my sentence with the word that I couldn’t get myself to say.
 
   “Shut up,” Jon snapped. 
 
   He began to poke and probe around my head; then he looked at my shoulder. I could see a look of concern on his face, but I was past caring. I felt like crap; it was not like I hadn’t been through the wringer a few times already. This was just the latest in a series.
 
   “You took a nasty shot there,” he finally said, indicating my shoulder injury. “And another half inch and we wouldn’t be having a conversation.” Now he was back to focusing on my head wound.
 
   “Yeah…well sometimes you get lucky.” I didn’t really feel all that lucky, but I guess I was since I was still alive.
 
   “We need to get you to the cabin and patch you up before I do anything else,” Jon said as he helped me to my feet. “Plus, that is where anybody else will return now that it looks like we ran these folks off.”
 
   “Yeah—” I wanted to tell him that nobody else would be joining us, but at that moment, my weight shifted just enough to put a bit too much pressure on my leg and I ended up yelping like a kicked puppy.
 
   “Can you make it?” Jon asked.
 
   I nodded and we started up the path with Jon’s captive in tow. I was starting to have a serious problem with keeping my eyes open. 
 
   “Stay with me, Steve.”
 
   “Where else would I go?” I quipped, trying to be just a little funny. Unfortunately what came out of my mouth sounded nothing at all like the words in my head. I felt Jon’s arm around my waist tighten and he seemed to be trying to carry me up the hill at this point.
 
   “You so much as twitch in a way I don’t like and I won’t hesitate to take you down,” Jon growled.
 
   “Like you aren’t gonna kill me already?” I heard the woman reply.
 
   Woman, I scoffed. She didn’t look much older than Teresa. Where was she by the way? I couldn’t recall having seen her lately. My brain tried to send an answer, but I did not seem to be able to pick up on it at the moment. Hmm…that sucked because I know it was something important.
 
   “C’mon, buddy…almost there,” I heard Jon in my ear. His voice sounded funny. And am I wearing ear plugs? I can barely hear.
 
   Realization came in a flood. It was a moment of clarity, and I knew that it would be the last. 
 
   “This is it,” I managed to say.
 
   Jon started babbling, but it wasn’t making any sense. It was just noise at this point.
 
   I have to admit that I am just a little disappointed. I don’t see any bright light, there are no faces of those I love beckoning me. On the plus side, there is no sinister darkness or roaring flames waiting either. 
 
   I am a little upset that I won’t be able to say anything to Thalia…Melissa…or anybody else. I keep trying to say something to Jon. I want him to lay me down and just let me be. It isn’t supposed to be like this. 
 
   In the books and movies…the guy dying always gets to gasp out something. I can’t make my mouth work. Hell…I can’t even get any air in my lungs. 
 
   Damn, that means I can’t breathe anymore. I wish I had five more minutes…but don’t we all when we reach this point?
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   7
 
   Vignettes XXXIII
 
    
 
   Emily-zombie followed the small group into the woods. The warmth was just ahead, several sources. The sounds of screams and shouts only helped keep her and those around her headed in the right direction.
 
   Something hit her in the stomach, but she no more felt that than she felt the Bowie knife jutting from her chest. Still, every so often, something in a very small part of her mind would spark. When a burst of gunfire erupted just to her left, Emily-zombie moved deeper into the pack.
 
   When the first of the heat sources was stumbled upon, Emily-zombie waited for a few of the others to drag it down. Once it was on the ground, she no longer received any sparks that made her cautious. She fed until the warmth was gone and then rose up and continued after the others.
 
   At one point, she eventually ended up alone. As she continued to push through the wall of white that often reached as high as her shoulders, she would sometimes come to a stop. It was not that she lacked the ability to move, it was simply that she felt no drive to continue moving.
 
   When a sound came along, she would adjust and move accordingly in that direction. Every so often, that spark would fire and Emily-zombie would move away from the sounds. On more than one occasion, she would discover a source of heat that drew her near. Only twice did she actually take the opportunity to feed. It was a single source, and when she discovered it, it was so faint that she would have missed it if she had not literally stepped on and fell over it.
 
   Not much larger than her, this source made no sound and no effort to move when Emily-zombie tore into it. She did not notice the figure beside this poor unfortunate that had frozen solid. Nor did she notice that her “victim” was kept in place by the frozen appendages of that figure.
 
   Once the warmth was gone, Emily-zombie continued on her way. She paid no heed to the figure that eventually fell in step beside her other than to hiss at it once when it tried to move past her as she headed away from a source of warmth that was making a terrible noise. She never noticed the bullet that tore through her temporary companion’s head and sent it toppling over the railing that had steered her back on course more than once as she continued along the lonely mountain road.
 
   Late one night, a terrible wind came, followed by a blizzard that dumped over four feet of snow in thirty-six hours. That storm proved to be too much and Emily-zombie could no longer move in any direction. There was a silence that came, so she felt no actual need to move and simply stopped.
 
   It would be weeks before the weather changed enough to allow Emily-zombie to move again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It is good to see that you are well,” a male voice said.
 
   Aaheru was not happy that the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was the far-too-close face of Otmar Ali. Not only did his breath leave a lot to be desired, but he was speaking around a mouthful of something green that threatened to fall out and land on his face with a wet plop.
 
   “Perhaps now we can leave this horrible place,” another voice whispered from the shadows.
 
   Aaheru lifted his head enough to look around. They were in what looked like a small shack barely large enough for one person, much less the four of them. It stunk of rotten fish and human waste.
 
   “Where are we?” Aaheru asked. He tried to sit up, but the sudden pain in his arm made him wince and cease any movement. He would not show weakness in front of his people…no matter how few.
 
   “Not far from the beach, my pharaoh,” Otmar Ali answered. “I carried you as far as I could until those foul beasts came. I wish that I could have provided you with a better location than this.” He waved his arms around to indicate the tiny fish cleaning shack that seemed to be shrinking by the second.
 
   “And are we all that remain?” Aaheru asked.
 
   “I heard screams shortly after we made it inside, but I dared not risk opening the door for fear that one of them might get inside and attack you while you were defenseless.”
 
   “You have done well,” Aaheru said with as much of his authority and might that he could muster. “And who else made it inside with us?”
 
   “One young man—” Otmar began, but was interrupted by a voice that was comically deep when coming from such a tiny frame.
 
   “My name is Caleb Massri.” The deep, rich voice almost seemed to cause the walls of the tiny shack to vibrate.
 
   Aaheru could not suppress his smile when the puny boy with wide-set eyes moved forward and presented himself. He doubted if the boy was old enough to grow hair between his legs, and his limbs were so gangly; they looked as if you could pluck them off with no more effort than that needed to remove the wings from a fly.
 
   “I live so that I may serve in your glory and honor, Pharaoh,” the boy continued.
 
   So, Aaheru hid his smile now, I have found Ahi’s replacement. That is most fortuitous.
 
   “And the woman’s name is Irisi.” Otmar elbowed the boy aside, obviously not wanting to be outdone by one so young.
 
   Aaheru craned his neck as much as he dared, eager to see what fortune had bestowed him now that his dear Ahmes had been taken from him by the dead. A slight pang of loss closed his throat just a bit as he also considered that the loss of Ahmes also meant the loss of the child she was carrying.
 
   The woman was pulled forward by Otmar and presented. Aaheru made no attempt to hide his displeasure. Even in the dim light that seeped through the cracks in the door and walls, he could see her face. He’d ridden camels with a sweeter countenance. And the gap between her teeth would almost allow one of those camels passage. Her lips were thick and reminded him of a giant worm coiled around that gaping orifice of a mouth that sat just below a nose that was crooked, wide, and looked to have been smashed once or twice.
 
   Surely there would be other women. There must, Aaheru thought with more than just a little desperation. He doubted that he would be able to function even if she were facing away from him during the act.
 
   A loud thump came on one of the walls, causing all of them to jump—even Aaheru, who paid for his reaction with a jolt of pain. The woman even let loose a little shriek which was rewarded with additional thumping on the wall opposite the door.
 
   Aaheru looked down at his arm and scowled. It was wrapped in filthy rags. To make matters worse, when he moved, he could actually feel the bone shift.
 
   “Has no one attended to my arm beyond this?” He went to lift the appendage, but the instant pain from even just slight movement kept him still.
 
   “Most humble apologies, my pharaoh,” Otmar stammered. “None of us possess the skill to do anything more than wrap it tightly and secure it with a sling.”
 
   Aaheru tried to force down the bile in his throat as the pain threatened to cause him to be sick. He needed to be a leader now more than ever. The first thing they needed to do was get out of this putrid smelling fish shack.
 
   “You, Caleb, I want you to kill that demon outside before its pounding brings others and we end up making this our tomb. Otmar, help me to my feet and let us be prepared once the way is clear.”
 
   “But that is the problem,” Otmar was almost whimpering as he spoke, “they are everywhere out there. This is not the first one that has come slapping against our walls. And if we remain silent, they go away in an hour or so. That is usually when we hear the screams.”
 
   “Wait!” Aaheru barked just as Caleb was about to open the door and charge out blindly to do his pharaoh’s bidding. “How long have we been in this shack?”
 
   “Four days,” Otmar replied.
 
   “And how many times have you heard screams?”
 
   “Ten…perhaps twelve?” Otmar’s answer was tentative. He could hear anger in Aaheru’s voice, but was uncertain as to the reason.
 
   “And why did you not think to find help in all this time?”
 
   “As I said…I did not want to leave you unguarded where one of those things might get in and harm you,” Otmar sounded more unsure of himself with each word.
 
   “Or perhaps you are a coward,” Aaheru stated with no emotion. “You yourself have said that any time the pounding occurs, all you did was wait it out. Eventually it went away…usually followed by screams.”
 
   “I offered to seek help twice,” Caleb interjected.
 
   Aaheru saw the look on Otmar’s face and knew the boy was speaking the truth. It would seem that this young lad was full of more courage than the much larger man who had suddenly lost all favor and usefulness in Aaheru’s eyes.
 
   “And so this child…this boy…he has more courage than you?”
 
   “No, my pharaoh,” Otmar insisted.
 
   “Then you will offer me proof by finding us a way to someplace more fitting.”
 
   It was not a request. To add emphasis to his words, Aaheru rose to his feet. He could feel the pain screaming in his arm, but he turned his grimace of pain to a look of fierce anger. He towered over the man who had taken an involuntary step back, almost behind the woman.
 
   “It shall be as you say,” Otmar stammered. He opened the door a crack.
 
   Dead fingers slipped inside instantly. With one shove, Aaheru used his good hand to propel the cowardly Otmar Ali out the door. With the door wide open, Aaheru needed a second to adjust his eyes to the light of the late afternoon sun. Still he could see well enough as Otmar fell flat on his face. The zombie that had been at the door turned its head and fell more than pounced on the man.
 
   “Come,” Aaheru said calmly, “let us not put Otmar’s valiant sacrifice to waste.”
 
   With that, he stepped around the flailing man who was trying with no success to get the creature off his back. Blood was already flowing freely from a rip just below the man’s right ear. 
 
   The trio stepped out onto the litter-strewn pathway. Putting the ocean at their back, Aaheru led them up a gentle slope. In the distance he could see a few huts still standing. They would offer little in the form of security, but it was a start.
 
   True to their nature, the dead in the area converged on the sounds of screaming. Halfway there, Aaheru nodded at the young man walking at his side. The boy stuck out his foot and tripped the woman. As the small cluster that had been following them set on her, Aaheru smiled. It seemed that she was not as useless as he had initially thought. Her screams faded as he and Caleb ducked into a dark hut.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Juan did one final check of all the doors and windows. Of course he had already done five prior walkthroughs to ensure that the house was as secure as possible. He hated what he was doing, but he really saw no other alternative. Frank was thinking with the same head that had been the downfall of many young men before. Hopefully he would be more reasonable when Juan returned. He was less optimistic about Donna.
 
   As if to confirm his assumption, she scowled at him from behind the gag. He sighed and forced the voice in his head that was telling him what a monster he was being to be silent. Hoisting the full Navy-issue sea bag over his shoulder, Juan headed up the stairs.
 
   “I will be back in two days. You should be able to work yourself free from those ropes. I didn’t tie them very tight. When I come back, it will be with a team that will be prepared to expect resistance. The way that meeting goes depends on you. I will even give you my word that we won’t completely empty this place out. I will leave this house untouched. There is enough here for the two of you to make it through the rest of the winter.
 
   With that, Juan turned on his heel and left. He felt bad for Frank. The kid wasn’t using his brain. Sure, the girl was nice to look at, but somebody had blown the dots off her dice. She really had no grasp on what was happening. To think that they could simply play house in the midst of the end of civilization was just stupid.
 
   Stepping outside, he had to pull his coat up around his face and tug the stocking cap he’d liberated from the hall closet down over his ears. Great, he thought as he tossed the drab-green bag into the back of the truck he’d secured and actually managed to get started, a freezing rain was going to make the drive that much nastier. 
 
   He gave the big Ford diesel truck a light smack on the hood on his way to the gate at the end of the driveway. This would get him back down to the waterfront. He knew the area well enough to know that there was a winding access road that emptied out right by a wood-treatment mill on the river. From there he could go on foot until he reached the boat. It would be what he hoped was a simple task of heading back, stopping off to load everything from the truck, and then back to the island and Mackenzie.
 
   Taking a cautious look around to ensure that there were no zombies too close, Juan lifted the latch and slowly rolled the gate open. It squeaked more than once causing him to freeze in place. After what seemed like forever, he finally had the gate open wide enough to allow the truck to exit. He would not have to be as cautious closing it, for that he was thankful as he crouched low and hurried back to the loaded and waiting vehicle.
 
   Climbing into the cab, he stood on the step for a moment and took a good look around. He would only have two parts of this operation that put him in harm’s way. The first part was securing the gate after he left the driveway of the house. The next part would be when he exited this little gated community. Both times he would have to actually get out of the truck.
 
   A voice he hadn’t heard for quite a while spoke up. Just take what you got and screw those punks. That voice sounded a lot like Gary Messer for some reason. He took a deep breath and turned the key. The engine roared to life causing the head of every zombie in the area to twist in his direction.
 
   Juan popped the truck into gear and rocketed to the street. Sure enough, a zombie stepped out in front of him as he reached the cul-de-sac. The body launched several feet. If he hadn’t known exactly what he hit, Juan would have guessed that it was a garbage can. Clothes and parts went everywhere. As he jumped out of the rig and yanked the gate shut, two zombies came out from behind a nearby hedge. Having no need to be quiet, Juan brought the same pistol that Frank had held on him only moments before. The first shot from the SIG Sauer P239 sounded like a cannon. The effect it had on the zombie’s head was almost equal to the noise as the entire back of the head seemed to burst open and spray its contents.
 
   Juan jumped back in the truck after giving three hard yanks on the gate to ensure it was shut and latched secure. As he raced through the small, gated neighborhood, he felt a rush of adrenaline. He didn’t aim for any of the staggering deaders that were coming his way…but he did not try to avoid them either.
 
   As he reached the main access gate, he noticed that there were four figures inside the security shack. They all pawed at the Plexiglas windows, smearing the accumulated filth, but accomplishing nothing.
 
   “Poor bastards,” Juan said with genuine sadness. To think that they would spend forever locked in that box almost made him want to take the time to put them down…almost.
 
   Climbing out of the cab again, Juan searched the wrought-iron gate for a latch. He had assumed that the big electric gate would have the same sort of set up as the one that sealed off the driveway to the house he’d just left. Only, he couldn’t find a latch anywhere. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw all the residents of this little gated piece of Hell heading his way. He had another minute at the most before things got nasty.
 
   Scuttling along the length of the gate, Juan could find nothing that looked like a latch. He had no other choice. He very briefly considered returning to the house and trying to convince the pair of misguided kids to come along, but decided against it when he saw the stirrings of more than a few zombies that still wandered the area on the other side of the gate. The sound of the diesel engine was bringing them his way.
 
   Juan jumped back in the cab. So much for coming back and making an easy run, he thought. If they came back, he would know where to look and everything was pretty much in place for him to just snatch and go, but once this gate was gone…the ‘easy’ part was gone.
 
   Backing up enough to get a good running start, Juan whispered his apology to Frank. Their chances had just decreased drastically. Certainly there were not enough zombies in the gated community to be more than a nuisance. That was about to change. And if those two didn’t stay quiet and out of sight…they were as good as dead.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Juan was shutting off the truck at the water’s edge. He climbed out and headed for where he and Frank had left the boat with his first load of gear in his arms. An hour later, he was heading up the river towards Mackenzie and home.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chad had his machete in his hand before his eyes were even fully open. The scream sounded close and made the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stand up. He could hear everybody else scrambling from their beds, but in the pitch blackness of a cloudy night, he could barely see his own hand in front of his face.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Brett whispered.
 
   “Who would be outside in this?” Ronni was already at the window. 
 
   Chad joined her and saw the reason for her question. Big, wet snowflakes were pelting the window. Now that he was more alert, he could hear the sound of it hitting the glass.
 
   “Scott, grab the lantern,” Chad said as he began pulling on the foul-weather gear that they’d discovered in one of the lockers. 
 
   “You aren’t seriously considering going out in this are you?” Scott challenged.
 
   “Somebody is in trouble.” Chad sat on the stool and flipped open the woodstove. The coals cast the room in an orange glow where everybody could see as he tugged on the rubber boots.
 
   “No,” Brett corrected. “Somebody was in trouble.”
 
   “He’s right, Dad,” Ronni added. “Whoever it was, isn’t making any noise now. I doubt there is anything that you can do.”
 
   Chad sighed. Deep down he knew that they were right. Besides, who would be out here in the middle of absolutely nowhere…wandering the mountains while a blizzard raged? Still, someone or something had made that noise…and it was close.
 
   As he struggled with inaction, a lone howl sounded. Wolves. He knew well enough that the zombie version did not howl. 
 
   “I think that, like it or not, our days of helping anybody are gone,” Scott said. “We need to focus on staying alive. We can’t chase every scream and sound that we hear.”
 
   “So we just sit here in this tower?” Chad asked.
 
   “Actually,” Brett spoke up, “I think this place is a bad idea. Sure…there is a serious lack of zombie activity, but we got lucky the other day. Wild game is not going to be plentiful this far up. Like it or not, we need to head down the mountain. We need to get someplace that we can fortify that is still off the beaten path, but will allow us to scavenge. Perishables are shot, but canned goods will still be edible. If we stay here too long, we will starve.”
 
   Silence settled in the darkness. It went on for so long that Chad began to think that everybody had gone back to sleep.
 
   “I agree with Brett,” Ronni’s voice finally broke the silence.
 
   “But we discussed this back at the village,” Chad said.
 
   “We were running for our lives…hundreds, possibly thousands of zombies were on our tail and this seemed like a good idea,” Scott argued. “But we have been at this for days and it has gotten worse, not better. Instead of running from zombies, we are going to freeze or starve ourselves.”
 
   “We are still alive,” Chad insisted.
 
   “Barely,” Brett snapped. “And we are running out of luck. We keep slipping away by the skin of our teeth, and we have no idea what we are doing.”
 
   “But we are alive!” Chad retorted.
 
   “I can’t keep doing this,” Ronni added.
 
   “So what are we supposed to do?” Chad asked the darkness.
 
   “I think we need to go back,” Scott said after a long silence.
 
   “To Yosemite Village?” Chad could not believe what he was hearing. Even if that horde had come and gone, it was doubtful that there would be any survivors. And if there were, it was even less likely that they would be very receptive.
 
   “No, back down to someplace that is not a frozen wasteland.” Brett’s voice was distant. Not farther away, but he was obviously thinking about something. Chad decided to wait to speak. It was obvious that the man had something on his mind.
 
   “I had a friend just outside of Turlock who was a bit of a nutcase—” he began, but Scott interrupted.
 
   “You aren’t selling your idea very well, Brett. Just tell him.”
 
   “Tell me what?” Chad asked. He was confused. Had they been discussing and planning this without him?
 
   “The guy is a gun nut. He was also certain that China was going to invade. He has a huge farm out in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Turlock is the middle of nowhere,” Ronni quipped.
 
   Brett ignored her and continued. “He is pretty hardcore about religion. I have no idea what faith, but I do know that if anybody is still alive and well despite all of this…it is him.”
 
   “So why do you mention the religious thing?” Chad asked.
 
   “Mostly because I don’t want you to be caught off guard,” Brett said.
 
   “That can’t be the only reason.” Chad was not about to fall in with a fanatic…provided that the guy was even still alive.
 
   “He has…issues with women,” Brett finally admitted. “It isn’t like he treats them bad, it’s just that he sorta sees them as second-class citizens.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Ronni moved away from the window. Chad couldn’t see her, but he could hear her moving around.
 
   “We can at least check it out,” Brett insisted. “If it is too crazy, we can split.”
 
   “So…” Chad was not sure exactly what to ask. “Does he have like a bunch of underage brides or some weird crap?”
 
   “No,” Brett actually laughed, “he isn’t some sort of crackpot fringe Mormon.”
 
   “Hey!” Scott snapped. “What do you mean by that? I’m Mormon…well…not practicing anymore, but that was the religion I was raised with and nobody in my family had a bunch of wives.”
 
   “I said fringe,” Brett stressed the word. “I’m not speaking for the entire flock…jeez, I’m a Catholic and was an altar boy for like ten years…not one priest ever touched me. It is only the screwballs that make the news. Makes it seem like the whole batch is off the rail.”
 
   “So you say he has some sort of thing about women being lesser people or something?” Chad asked for clarification.
 
   “I am only bringing that up because of your daughter. I wanted to give you a warning just in case so you don’t slug the guy. If he is too over the top, we can split, but it is a start. And if you all decide against it, that is fine…but we can’t stay up here anymore. We can’t survive the winter like this.”
 
   A distant howl was the only thing to break the silence until dawn. The four woke to a crystal blue sky as the last of the storm could be seen as a dark smudge on the horizon. A scene of carnage waited just feet away from the ladder to the tower. A deer had been ravaged by wolves from the looks of things.
 
   “I’ve always heard that they have a scream that is almost human,” Scott said as they began their cross-country ski trek that would lead them out of the mountains.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We need to make it to across the street to that alley,” Vix whispered.
 
   Gemma peeled off her jacket and stuffed it in her knapsack. They had been running and dodging for the past few hours. She was sweating more than she ever believed possible. Ladies do not sweat…they perspire. How many times had she heard her mum say that when she was growing up? What a load of bollocks. 
 
   “It looks pretty dark,” Gemma said with a trace of doubt in her voice.
 
   “Yes, but from there we can make it up that ladder and probably the roof of those flats.”
 
   Gemma followed where Vix was pointing. She saw a plain, brown building that looked like all the windows had been busted out. Scraps of material fluttered from several of the dark holes in the building’s face.
 
   “Did you pick that building because you couldn’t possibly find one creepier?” Gemma complained.
 
   “Would you rather stay out here?” Vix waved her arms to encompass the entire area. 
 
   No matter where you looked, there was movement. In fact, Gemma had not seen this many zombies scattered about since the whole thing began. She had seen a few small herds, but here, on the outskirts of London, it was like the undead travelled in packs simply waiting for somebody to show up and be devoured. Actually, the more Gemma watched, the more she felt like those things were actually waiting.
 
   “When we get to that ladder, head to the third floor,” Vix whispered, snapping Gemma back to the situation at hand. “See that second window from the left? That is where we are going. If we get separated, just get there and stay put.”
 
   “What?” Now Gemma was definitely confused. Why would they get separated? After all, they were just running across the street and into that alley. Then it was a simple matter of up the ladder and along the fire escape to the window that Vix had pointed out.
 
   “Go!” Vix hissed and shoved Gemma forward.
 
   They were side by side as they stayed hunched over and hurried across the street. Gemma reached the ladder first and started up. When she looked back…Vix was nowhere to be seen. She felt something start to well up from deep inside. Somehow, she had known for the past couple of days that something was going on. Vix was even more short-tempered with her than normal. She wanted to climb back down and go find her. Maybe she had said or done something wrong. Whatever it was, she could fix it if Vix just gave her the chance. 
 
   Unfortunately, time and circumstance were not on her side. Almost a hundred of those things were now gathered at the base of the ladder, reaching up for her and making all sorts of noise. Just beyond the crowd, she saw a figure scurry around the corner and disappear into another alley.
 
   Gemma sat down on the fire escape landing and dropped her head. The ball cap she had been wearing fell off and fluttered to the crowd below. It vanished into their midst, unnoticed by her or the creatures who were straining in futility to reach her. Every so often, one of them would grasp the ladder and make it up a rung or two, but they lacked the coordination to make it any farther and usually fell back into the group. Some vanished underfoot, others simply bobbed a few times until their feet managed to hit the ground once again.
 
   Gemma finally gave in to the feelings that she had kept inside since all of this began; since the day her best friend had been yanked through the window of her car and eaten while Gemma escaped and ran away. Since the day she had stumbled on to a small group of survivors and seen their numbers grow…triple…then diminish to less than half from when she’d first met them…to the day that she decided to follow Vix because, of all the people in the group, she seemed to know what was going on.
 
   Gemma cried. Below her, some of the zombies joined in.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Vix shoved the girl and stayed just on her heels until they reached the mouth of the alley. As soon as they reached the fire escape and Gemma started up, Vix ducked into the doorway of the building just across the alley. A quick look revealed that, despite their best efforts at staying low and not drawing attention, several walkers were headed their way. 
 
   She glanced at Gemma who was almost to the first landing. She was out of harm’s way. That was perfect for what needed to be done. It wasn’t that she did not believe the girl could not handle the next phase of the plan that she was really just piecing together as she went, it was just that she did not want the girl’s death to come because she was following blindly.
 
   “She hasn’t even asked what we are doing,” Vix whispered to herself. 
 
   Sure, Vix thought with a smile, she asks a million other questions. Just not the important ones.
 
   As the crowd began to gather at the base of the ladder, Vix stayed long enough to confirm her suspicions that those infernal things could not climb. Sure, none of them could in all the stories that she had read, but she had long since stopped relying on her knowledge of fiction to act as her guide. The truth was, none of those books taught anybody what to do besides aim for the head and not get bit. No real revelation there.
 
   Once she was certain that Gemma would be safe, Vix slipped out of the shadow of the doorway and dashed to the next building over. She was putting an awful lot of faith in her ability to guess. If she ended up being wrong, she was going to feel absolutely ridiculous. And she had no idea what she would say to Gemma. This entire trip would be all for naught.
 
   She stepped over the remnants of a door that had been ripped from its hinges long ago. The hallway was dark, but she had been here enough to still be able to walk it with her eyes closed if need be.
 
   Back when she’d attended University, she’d met the boy she thought would be the one that would sweep her off her feet. He was sweet and charming and doted on her like no other…and turned out to be gay. Geoff Bentley had remained her dearest friend and had actually been the one to come to the hospital when one of the biggest mistakes in her life had expressed his displeasure with her announcement of being pregnant by beating her until one life was lost before it had the chance and hers hung by a thread.
 
   Shoving the unwelcome memories back into the box she usually had no problem keeping locked tight, Vix proceeded up the stairs. She knew what waited at the top of these stairs. It was something she had to do. Of course she would also get the keys that would open up a world of possibilities.
 
   A tiny tremor of excitement rippled through her and settled in the pit of her stomach. Her mind flashed to that last conversation.
 
   “I sent you that invitation,” Geoff said, but his voice sounded wrong.
 
   “I got it and can’t wait to come. I think Ivor will love it,” she replied.
 
   “Yeah…well, I think things have changed.”
 
   “How so? You didn’t get sacked did you?”
 
   “No…” Geoff’s voice faded and she heard him cover the receiver. She thought she heard him be sick. She knew that she heard him make a pained whimper.
 
   “What’s the matter, Geoff?”
 
   “Last night on my way home…this guy jumped out of the alley. He attacked me…bastard bit me and I think he gave me some sort of illness.”
 
   Vix remembered thinking at that moment that it sounded far too much like one of her favorite stories. However, she just as quickly dismissed it. This was serious and no time for her to be acting ridiculous.
 
   “I can’t believe the lousy timing,” Geoff continued. “Jerrold is flying in this weekend for the premiere of the display with the dinner and we were told that Charles would be there in person to make a speech.”
 
   “You poor dear,” she had commiserated. “Well hopefully this will all pass in a day or two…it would be awful for you to miss the opening.”
 
   “Yes…well I have the keys to the vault…and because of the security involved…I have the only keys to the main display.” Geoff broke into a fit of coughing.
 
   “Yes…well I imagine they would send somebody over to fetch them if it came to that,” Vix laughed.
 
   “Let them try,” Geoff had growled. “I worked long and hard to secure this display…I’ll be damned if some other twat is going to—” Once again Vix heard Geoff cover the receiver as he became violently ill.
 
   “Perhaps you should go to hospital.”
 
   “I just need to let this burn its way through my system,” Geoff said weakly.
 
   The rest of the conversation had been small talk. That was also the last time that they had spoken. When things started making the news about large outbreaks of a peculiar illness, she had tried to call but there had been no answer. The next night was when things had gone crazy at work.
 
   She reached the door and stopped. It was almost pitch black. Fortunately—for her, obviously not for the former residents—more than one of the apartments had had its door busted in. That allowed in just enough light from outside for her to be sure that there was nothing in the corridor. 
 
   She took a deep breath. If she was wrong about anything, this was a wasted trip and she would look the fool. A scratching on the door behind her made Vix jump. She took another deep breath and grabbed the door knob and tried to turn it as gently as possible. Locked. She was not surprised, but she reached up above the jamb and found the key that was tucked in a tiny recess.
 
   She eased it into the lock and turned. It was almost as if each section of the lock was its own little explosion of sound. At last the door was unlocked. Now, all that remained was for her to turn the knob and open it.
 
   Like ripping off a bandage or piece of tape, she decided to just fling it open and be done. For just a moment she felt her heart soar. Geoff was standing at his window looking out at the dead city of London. He was fine!
 
   And then he turned around.
 
   “Oh, you poor baby,” Vix sighed.
 
   Geoff’s eyes were filmed in white and shot with the black tracers. His skin was a mix of grey and green, and she could see an angry rip on his hand that had tendrils of black shooting up the arm and vanishing under the tattered sleeve of a filthy flannel pajama top.
 
   Vix stepped into the entry hall and shut the door behind her. Geoff continued to stand there, simply staring with his dead eyes and cocking his head every so often as if he was trying to figure out who she was and if she posed a threat. 
 
   For the briefest of moments, Vix believed that perhaps something inside him remained and he would not attack. Then he opened his mouth and made a harsh mewling sound and started towards her. His arms came up and his hands opened and closed as he sought to grab her.
 
   Pulling the machete free of its leather scabbard on her hip, Vix stepped forward as if to meet her dear friend. She threw open her arms as if to take him into a hug.
 
   “I am so sorry you had to endure this alone, Geoff,” she managed around the lump in her throat.
 
   With a single swing, she buried the blade in the crown of his head. Geoff—or the shell of him anyways—stopped and crumpled to the ground. Vix pulled her weapon free and then went to the bedroom. She opened the closet and found a blanket to cover his body with. 
 
   Sitting beside the shrouded figure, Vix spent the better part of ten minutes crying. Finally content that she had it out of her system (as much as it ever could be), she went to the antique desk that sat in one corner of the living room.
 
   Opening the top drawer, Vix smiled. A ring of keys sat right in the tray in the front. She slipped them in her pocket and then went through a few drawers and cabinets. By the time she was finished, she had a small wheeled travel case full of a few handy items as well as a few luxuries.
 
   Now it was time to go fetch Gemma.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jody rubbed his full belly and sighed in contentment. Danny was sprawled on a large sofa and already snoring. Selina and Kat were both gathered around a roaring fire in the company of several other women with big smiles on every face. Selina would occasionally laugh out loud and then flash a series of signs to Kat who would smile big and shudder in silent laughter.
 
   “You haven’t been having a good go of things for quite a while, have you?” George Rosamilia handed a steaming mug to Jody as he took a seat across from him.
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it,” Jody said as he let the unfamiliar fragrance of fresh brewed coffee fill his nostrils.
 
   “You were part of that military outfit down around Bald Knob?” Although George phrased it as a question, Jody knew better.
 
   “Yeah…well there is not likely much left of them…or the people of Bald Knob.” Jody related the events of the last days of the small town. He left out specifics when it came to Slider or the captain. There was no real reason to dredge up things like that as far as he was concerned.
 
   “I guess a few of the folks bugged out early on,” George said after it was clear that Jody had said all he intended. “We took them in here.”
 
   “So where is…here?” Jody asked after another sip of coffee.
 
   “Cash, Arkansas…well…what is left of it at least.” George sat up and looked around the open room.
 
   They were in a small school. Other than that, Jody hadn’t really seen or noticed much that indicated a town. And from what he had seen, there had been a nasty fire nearby that did some pretty extensive damage.
 
   “Folks around here probably could have made it through the worst of it if the fertilizer factory hadn’t blown up,” George began. “In fact, we hadn’t seen any of them monsters that the news was showin’ for the first several weeks.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Jody interrupted. “You aren’t from around here, but you keep saying things like ‘we’ and ‘us’ when you talk.”
 
   George was quiet for a moment. If Jody didn’t know better, he would say that the guy was blushing. He had a strange look on his face, but with all that scar tissue, it was tough to read.
 
   “I came out here to meet a girl,” George finally blurted. “We met online…one of those dating sites. I drove down from New Jersey about two weeks before all the madness started.”
 
   Jody was quiet. In reality, he simply did not know what to say. It wasn’t that he thought it was a big deal…he was just not sure how to continue the conversation. Obviously George was more bothered by the revelation. When he resumed speaking, it was as if he suddenly felt the urge to explain himself. Since Jody was interested in obtaining information and George seemed in the mood to give it, Jody listened.
 
   “I was in security at one of the big casinos before all this. And actually, before that, I was in the Marines. Unfortunately, I ruined my knee ten years in and had to leave. The security job was okay and the casino paid well. 
 
   “One night, on a whim, I bought a lottery ticket…and the damn thing hit. Nothing crazy, but still, I won sixteen million bucks. I opted for the lump sum and decided to take a six month leave-of-absence from the job. The first month was crazy. But believe it or not, I actually got bored.
 
   “Just before I won, I had been dipping my toe in that online dating thing. That was how I met Brittany. She was really sweet and had no idea about my money situation. She taught third grade here in Cash. So, one day I asked her if she would like to meet, and I drove out.”
 
   George picked up his own cup of coffee and took a long drink. His face clouded over and his hands clenched.
 
   “The whole way here, every time I turn on the radio, I start hearing all those crazy reports. The thing is, I wasn’t really paying attention. I just kept hearing the word ‘illness’ being used and wrote it off to another SARS scare or some other equally overblown bit of crap that the news likes to make a big deal about.
 
   “When I arrived in Cash, I was met with a roadblock. The people of the town had sealed themselves off. I was telling them who I was when I heard her voice. She was even prettier in person than she was on Skype,” George said with a sigh.
 
   “Long story short, things were fine until the explosion. Two days later we saw the first of those things. It was like moths to a flame…best way I can think to describe it. And at first, they were all sorta heading for the fertilizer place. At least until they got their first glimpses of us.”
 
   “So you fought them off, but took some casualties,” Jody finally decided to speak when it looked like George was having difficulty.
 
   “Yeah, but by then all the television and radio was gone. We hadn’t gotten that part about the bite being a problem. It didn’t help that the first person who actually got bit was Mister Wing. He got a little sick, but other than that he was okay. Brittany didn’t fare as well.”
 
   Jody had a feeling that he knew how the rest of the story played out. It also gave him an idea of how George’s face had been savaged. He decided that the man didn’t need to continue the story; he had heard enough.
 
   “I am really sorry,” Jody said. “And I want to thank you for bringing me and my friends in. You have it nice here. I don’t think any of us has had a real good meal or night’s sleep in a while.”
 
   “You sound like you aren’t staying.” George cast a look over his shoulder at Selina and Kat who still seemed to be having a great time with some of the women and children of Cash.
 
   “Sort of got it in our minds to head north,” Jody replied. “We are hoping that the cold will freeze them and maybe we can settle down without the constant fear.”
 
   “You seen any of them freeze?” George asked plainly. “I mean, I realize that we don’t see anything like up north when it comes to the weather, but we have had a few dustings of snow, and there was that freeze a few weeks back. Didn’t seem to so much as slow them down from we saw.”
 
   Jody sat back and drank his coffee. To his credit, George didn’t say anything else. He sat back and sipped quietly, leaving Jody to his thoughts.
 
   Jody’s attention kept turning to Selina and Kat. They both looked so happy. In fact, he couldn’t recall having seen Selina laugh so much in all the time he’d known her…even when Danny’s jokes were funny.
 
   Maybe they could settle in here. He would have to consider it, but first…just a little nap. He was so tired. His eyes closed and the empty coffee cup tumbled to the floor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Major Beers handed Suzi the knife.
 
   “Well?” the major said with an amused tone. “You found her…so you get the honors.”
 
   Suzi looked down at the woman sprawled at their feet. She had been the first deserter that Suzi had tracked down. The thing was, it really wasn’t all that hard. Snow made finding somebody relatively easy; especially if that person was just running like a fool with no plan or effort to conceal their trail like this woman.
 
   “P-p-please,” the woman begged. “I only wanted to get away from Sonny Lipski.”
 
   “Who?” The major placed a hand on Suzi’s arm, stopping her just before she cut the woman’s throat. She was going through her memory, but the name didn’t mean anything to her.
 
   “Sonny Lipski…we were with the group that came in two days ago.”
 
   The major was always on hand to greet any new arrivals to her camp. She made sure to give them the rundown and to make sure that they understood this was not a free ride. Every person here was expected to carry their weight when it came to the workload.
 
   “And did you not hear my speech that you were allowed to come here of your free will, but once you joined…desertion would be dealt with harshly?”
 
   “Yes,” the woman sobbed, “but there was nothing that I could do at the time…Sonny said that if I opened my mouth he would…” The woman’s voice turned to more sobs. 
 
   “Go fetch me this Sonny Lipski,” Major Beers said to Suzi. 
 
   The woman’s head popped up and a look of fear washed over her face. She began shaking her head, but her crying was such that neither Wanda nor Suzi could decipher her garbled attempt. Still, they got the general idea.
 
   “Were there any other women in your group being held against their will?” Wanda asked after Suzi stepped out of the tent. The woman shook her head slowly.
 
   “You don’t have to protect anybody,” the major said in as soothing of a voice as she could manage. To put it bluntly, the tender approach was never really her thing. 
 
   “Two others,” the woman whispered.
 
   It took almost ten minutes, but finally, Major Beers had the information she wanted. She stepped to the entrance of her tent and summoned over a pair of soldiers who were busy constructing what would eventually become a water filtration and storage system.
 
   When Suzi arrived, she had a man with her. The man was surprisingly non-descript. She had painted an image in her mind of what she expected Sonny Lipski to look like. He would be a big guy, probably with a bit of a gut on him. He would have a perpetual sneer on his face that would intensify when he spoke to women because, in his mind, they were second-class citizens.
 
   What she got was a man of average height with hair so blonde that it almost looked white. He had a bulbous nose and if he ducked his head at all, what little chin he possessed would vanish. And as for his expression…it was more apprehensive than disdainful.
 
   “You Sonny Lipski?” Major Beers tugged on her military ball cap with the embossed golden oak leaf insignia of her rank.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the man answered. His voice had a thick drawl that reminded her of Foghorn Leghorn.
 
   The major let the flap of her tent close behind her as she walked up to the man. She gave Suzi a curt nod. The sound of her steel baton connecting with the back of Sonny’s legs was quickly drowned out by his yelp of pain.
 
   “You like to treat women like something you own?” Major Beers leaned in close and grabbed the man’s face in her gloved hand, squeezing his cheeks hard enough that she could feel the ridges of his teeth through the flesh. She glanced up at Suzi and nodded once more.
 
   The tiny woman brought her arm back high. The baton flashed and came down with a bit of a whistle. This time she struck the man in the small of his back. There was an audible crack as at least one rib gave way.
 
   “I’m a woman…why don’t you try that tactic with me?” Major Beers said with a leer. She glanced up at Suzi and nodded again. 
 
   After only three more strikes, the man was begging and crying. Wanda kicked his hands away and went to her tent. “When the other two arrive, make them stand out there for a few minutes to get a look at their friend. Then send one in.”
 
   “Which one?” Suzi asked.
 
   “Whichever one looks like he is closest to pissing himself.”
 
   Letting the tent flap fall, Wanda gave the woman a brief smile. “You are free to go. If you choose to stay, then you will be expected to work. I think you heard the long version of that speech yesterday. And if Sonny or any other man gives you any trouble…come see me. However, if you stay…you will work and work hard. If you are not able to pull your weight, you will either work the brothel or be exiled. Do you have any questions?”
 
   The woman shook her head vigorously.
 
   “Then get out.”
 
   Once she was gone, Major Beers took a seat behind her desk. She checked her gloves and placed her pistol in front of her. The fact that it only contained two rounds—one of which Major Beers had reserved in the event that she was about to die at the hands and mouths of the undead—was unimportant. One thing that she had learned in these first few months was the importance of appearance. 
 
   “Major,” a voice called from outside the tent.
 
   “Enter.”
 
   “We have a problem,” the soldier said as he stepped inside the tent and habitually removed his hat and came to attention, eyes staring at an imaginary spot a foot above the major’s head.
 
   “At ease, Sergeant Barrie. What is the problem?”
 
   “We have a large herd of walkers coming from the west.”
 
   “So put the defenses on alert.”
 
   “Major…it may not be that simple.” The soldier broke protocol and looked directly into Major Beers’ eyes. “Estimates have the numbers at over five hundred thousand.”
 
   Major Beers felt a queasy feeling in her stomach. She glanced at the pistol that she had just placed on her desk. With a tired sigh, she holstered the weapon and rose to her feet. As she exited the tent, Suzi was arriving with the two men she’d been sent for. 
 
   Without breaking stride, Major Beers drew her weapon and shot the closer of the two men in the forehead.  She’d be damned if she would give up her last bullet on a day like this.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   8
 
   Geek Reality
 
    
 
   “Kevin!” a voice called. “This way…run!”
 
   Grabbing Valarie’s hand firmly, Kevin pushed himself as hard as he could towards the automotive barrier. He risked a glance over his shoulder. There were at least fifty zombies within twenty yards of them. He had no idea how they’d gained so much ground, but as he tried to push himself the last bit to what looked like sanctuary, his legs simply refused to give him any more. 
 
   He could hardly walk another step. In fact, he began to wonder if he would make it or if he would die within an arm’s length of possible safety. Tears actually began to fill his eyes as the frustration over how his body was now starting to betray him just as it looked like he might finally be able to rest.
 
   “Hit the ground!” a voice yelled.
 
   Kevin continued on, ignoring the call. He could see a line of dark images just ahead, but what he could not see through those tears were the assorted bows and crossbows being brought up by a dozen soldiers. He feared that if he stopped moving, if he threw himself to the ground, that he might lack the strength to get back up.
 
   One of the dark figures broke away from the line and came bounding at Kevin and Valarie. Voices called out and shouted warnings, but the figure continued. 
 
   “You made it!” the shadowy form shouted.
 
   Kevin knew the voice, but all of a sudden he was just so exhausted that he could not make any connections. Something was pulling at the tail of his coat. Turning, Kevin did not have to time to react. Valarie fell into him and sent them both tumbling to the ground.
 
   The sounds of hissing and whistling registered in Kevin’s consciousness just before the world went black.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kevin blinked and looked around. A jumble of memories swirled in his mind, but he could no more grasp any of them and make sense of one as he could a single mote of dust swirling in the air. Looking around, he saw that he was in what looked like an RV. 
 
   “Welcome back,” a sweet voice whispered in his ear.
 
   Kevin turned to find Aleah looking down at him with a smile. His relief at seeing her lasted only as long as it took for him to see the hollow look of exhaustion in her eyes. Coupled with being bloodshot and dark smudges under each one that were so prominent that they could be mistaken for serious bruising.
 
   “Where are we?” Kevin tried to sit up, but a woozy feeling came in a rush and threatened to turn to some rather intense vomiting if he did not lie back down.
 
   “We found Willa’s group. We are just east of Newark in the weirdest fortification I think has ever been created.” Aleah grabbed a plastic cup and held it up to Kevin’s lips. “Here, drink this. It’s warm water. The doc was pretty concerned about if you would make it for a while. She says that she has never seen somebody with a core temperature as low as yours.”
 
   “Valarie,” Kevin gasped after a sip of the lukewarm liquid.
 
   “She is in another RV. They have her pretty heavily sedated.” Kevin was still struggling to get his brain back online, but he heard something in Aleah’s voice that caused a few warning bells to jingle. 
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “Let’s worry about getting you back to good before you start diving in to save the world again, shall we?” a voice said from the other side of an accordion-like divider that was shoved aside.
 
   “Hey, Doctor Thompson,” Aleah said, standing up and moving back to allow the new arrival a place beside Kevin’s bed.
 
   The woman opened a small notebook and jotted something down. She went through several standard routines like looking into his eyes and checking his pulse. Every time that Kevin tried to speak, she shushed him. Kevin took the time to give this stranger a closer look.
 
   Doctor Thompson was very short, he doubted she could officially claim five feet as her height. She had short blonde hair that was showing streaks of white. Her eyes were an ice blue that did not seem to miss a thing and unless he was mistaken, he saw the hint of a tattoo peeking out from under her short-sleeved scrub top.
 
   “So, Mister Dreon, you are the person that I have heard so much about these past few weeks.”
 
   “Weeks?” Kevin managed. It suddenly felt as if his throat had dried up and sealed itself shut.
 
   “I take it you have not been awake for very long?”
 
   “He actually just opened his eyes less than five minutes before you showed up, Doc,” Aleah said from the doorway.
 
   A frown creased the doctor’s face. Kevin caught the briefest of glimpses down at his feet. He was about to ask a question when the doctor spoke.
 
   “Mister Dreon, you did a remarkable job getting here. Quite honestly, I have no idea how you survived. However, the human body has its limitations.” Kevin immediately heard the voice of Clint Eastwood. “You suffered some pretty severe frostbite. I did all that I could, but I am afraid that you lost a few toes.”
 
   How many is a few?” Kevin felt silly asking, but at the moment, it was the only question that came to mind.
 
   “Seven.” The doctor glanced at Aleah with a raised eyebrow. She shook her head. “And most of your left foot.”
 
   Kevin felt the world swim for a moment. He felt a tangled mess of emotions that he could not unravel. Almost on cue, he felt a tickle from his left foot.
 
   “Who put you up to this?” Kevin grabbed the blankets and pulled them off. With a ‘Ta-da’ gesture he swept his hand down at his feet and lifted his left leg in order to demonstrate that his foot was just fine thank you. Only, what he saw was a massive white blob and a lot of Ace bandages.
 
   His face fell as the realization of the doctor’s words sunk in. He glanced over at Aleah and saw the tears. Great, he thought, pity…just what I need.
 
   “Actually,” Doctor Thompson placed a hand on Kevin’s chest to coax him back to lying down, “you are not the only person who had to go under my knife.”
 
   “What?” Kevin tried to sit up again, but the doctor, for as small as she appeared, was incredibly strong—at least in comparison to Kevin in his current state.
 
   “Heather lost two fingers on her left hand and Matt…” Aleah’s voice faded. Tears filled her eyes. Kevin tasted bile building in the back of his throat.
 
   “Miss Godwin is fine,” Doctor Thompson spoke up. “She lost a few fingers and seems to be recovering fine.”
 
   Aleah shot the look and the doctor seemed to weigh it for a moment. Kevin felt dread seizing his heart. Had they done something to her because she is immune? And what about Matt?
 
   “Matt had to be put down,” Aleah finally said after a nod from the doctor.
 
   “Was he bit?” Kevin knew it had to be more than that. As harsh as it seemed, this was a part of the new reality. The shock of losing people had been numbed by the inundation that each and every one of them experienced. At least that is how Kevin saw things.
 
   “Actually, no…” Doctor Thompson placed a hand on Aleah’s arm now and indicated that she would be the bearer of bad news. “It seems that Heather and the young man were engaged in a sexual relationship. Miss Godwin was pregnant unbeknownst to us when we operated and lost the baby the same evening. However, the young man slipped into a coma and turned the next day while in isolation. I examined him myself prior and know for a fact that he displayed no evidence of being bitten or scratched. The best guess we have is that the zombie virus, or whatever the hell it became classified as by the folks at CDC, is transmittable by blood.”
 
   “We already figured that out…sorta,” Kevin whispered.
 
   He felt a wave of dread hit him hard. That whole situation with Mike turning despite not being bit replayed in his head. How could he have not thought that whole situation through?
 
   You always think you know it all and have all the answers, don’t you? the voice in his head said with obvious derision.
 
   “Heather is really broken up about this,” Aleah said from behind the doctor. “She kept saying something about she should have known after Mike? Does that make any sense?”
 
   Kevin winced. Is that what he sounded like? Thinking that he should have known? How could they have known anything? The reality of this new world was coming fast and hard.
 
   “I think we should let you get some rest.” The doctor stood and produced a syringe out of thin air like a magician—at least that was what Kevin was thinking as she administered the medication via piggyback at the junction of the tube running from his hand to the bag suspended overhead.
 
   Just that quick, Kevin felt the room begin to spin and his eyelids were suddenly much more sensitive to gravity. His final thoughts were that he still had not received a very complete update on Valarie. That brought on troubled dreams.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Kevin?” a voice whispered in the darkness.
 
   “Yeah?” For just a moment, his mind kept him blissfully ignorant. For that single instance, the zombie apocalypse did not exist. He took a deep cleansing breath and yawned.
 
   Then it slammed into his brain with the ferocity of a head-on collision. The pain, the screams, the misery…the death and loss. Just that quick, the icy grip of reality clutched his heart.
 
   “How are you feeling?” the voice whispered in the darkness.
 
   “Woozy…and my foot itches…only…” His voice began a strangled sob. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and then a head lay on his chest.
 
   Together in the darkness, Kevin and Heather wept. Neither tried to tell the other that things would “be okay” or any other hollow words that people seemed compelled to say when they really had no words that could offer comfort of any substance.
 
   “It is all my fault,” Heather finally said, sitting up and scrubbing at her face.
 
   “You could not have possibly known.” Kevin reached around until he found her hands. He squeezed them tight. “This is not like anything we ever saw in movies or on television. Nothing in any of the books that I read concocted any scenarios like this.”
 
   “This ain’t the movies,” Heather said with a sniff as she recited Kevin’s mantra.
 
   “I am just glad that you are okay.” Kevin sat up a little and moved over so that Heather could sit beside him more comfortably. “So what happened after we split? I take it this is Willa’s group?”
 
   “We got lucky…at least that is what we keep being told. It seems that there are four herds moving east…big ones. The scout teams say that it is just a matter of time before those groups converge. I guess we moved right down an alley of sorts. A mile north or south would have put us directly in their path. Considering the number of close calls we had I guess they are right.
 
   “That night was crazy. We found a trailer park and managed to scrounge up some clothes. A lot of it was moldy and gross, but it beat the alternative. Matt kept pushing us, saying that we had to hurry. I guess he knew that he was sick. When morning came, he was wearing dark sunglasses, so none of us knew a thing.
 
   “Believe it or not, Erin was quiet the whole time. She didn’t gripe or complain. Of course she is also the one who came out of this the best. She was bundled up pretty good and other than some ugly sores and parts that will never probably recover their feeling, she came out unscathed. The rest of us lost at least a couple of digits.”
 
   Kevin realized that he had not given Aleah a good examination. He had been too foggy and as soon as the doctor arrived, she had moved into the background.
 
   “So I hear you can only count to eight now,” Kevin said in a weak attempt at humor. He was actually surprised when Heather chuckled. 
 
   She held up her hands.  His eyes had slowly become accustomed to the darkness, but he was confused. He counted ten fingers. Then she reached over and grabbed the middle and index finger of her right hand and twisted. She was wearing gloves.
 
   “Aleah told me that you…” Heather’s voice faded when she felt Kevin’s body tense.
 
   “Yeah. I lost a foot, plus a couple of toes on my other foot. It is weird, because I keep feeling things where the foot should be. In fact, the worst is when it starts to itch.”
 
   “That’s kind of spooky,” Heather said.
 
   There was a long silence. Both had things swirling in their heads. But neither knew what to say or where to begin. Finally, Kevin broke.
 
   “I’m sorry about your…baby.”
 
   “To be honest, I felt sad, but the more terrible part was when I felt relieved. I can’t imagine trying to worry about a baby right now. That thing would be a living zombie dinner bell. It’s not like you can just tell a baby to be quiet until the zombies are gone.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin agreed. “That would be a definite problem, but we would deal with it. We have with everything else, right.”
 
   Heather was silent for a few minutes. When she spoke, her voice sounded strained and almost afraid.
 
   “We need to talk about Valarie.”
 
   “What about her?” Kevin could feel the apprehension coming off Heather.
 
   “There is talk…some of the people here are saying some of the same stuff that those others were saying.”
 
   “What!” Kevin exploded.
 
   “Not the name calling. Nobody is saying anything mean. It’s just that she keeps having these outbursts. She starts screaming and throwing a fit for reasons that nobody can figure out. Some of the people are saying that she should be…” 
 
   Heather went quiet. Kevin waited, but after a few minutes of agonizing and tense silence, he finally had to prompt her to speak. “Should be what?”
 
   “They think she should be put down…out of her misery.”
 
   “She’s not a dog!” 
 
   “Nobody is saying that, but she has problems that none of us can deal with. Even the doctor says that she has a lot more going on than just the Down’s thing. She says that there is some delusional stuff. She used much bigger words, but the bottom line is that she says Valarie is hearing voices and seeing things that just are not there,” Heather explained.
 
   “So it is okay to just put her down? Killing her is the answer?” Kevin struggled to keep his voice quiet, but his anger was running hot.
 
   “She has brought zombies sniffing around our location twice in the short time that she has been here. She starts screaming for no reason and the only way they have been able to shut her up is to…make her unconscious.” There was a long pause before Heather finished that sentence. Kevin had the feeling that medication was not the method being used.
 
   Flinging his covers off, he gasped at the blast of cold air on his skin. He wanted desperately to dress and go check on the girl, but in the darkness, he had no idea where his clothing might be. He was not about to go out in the flimsy pajamas they had him in now. And then the realization of his missing foot piled on.
 
   He could not simply “get up” and do anything. For one, there were no crutches or so much as a cane. Mobility was a thing of the past. That was when a new aspect of his reality bloomed in his mind. He was a cripple. If trouble came, he would be a liability. His life expectancy had just taken a serious nosedive.
 
   Kevin let Heather tuck him back into his bed. He tried his best to hold back the tears, but the seriousness of his injury and the magnitude of that loss became instantly clear. Kevin was no longer capable of taking care of himself; much less being able to take care of others. He had fought and scratched and struggled to bring Valarie back; and for what?
 
   “You should get some rest,” Heather whispered and kissed his forehead.
 
   He sank down on the bed, but sleep was no longer an option. His mind whirled and spun with the terrible possibilities. As the dawn came, and the first tendrils of light began to creep through the miniscule creases in the blinds, Kevin had played through every possible scenario in his mind that he could dredge up. Each time, it ended the same way: his inability lead to his death and those around him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This is not really open to a vote or for any sort of discussion,” Aleah snapped.
 
   Even though they were arguing over a very serious matter, Kevin could not take his eyes away from the bandage on Aleah’s left and right hand. And then there was her face. Both cheeks were still a nasty purplish-black. The skin was cracked, creased, and raw looking. The tip of her nose was solid black and looked as if it would fall off the moment you touched it. In fact, if she sneezed, he would have a difficult time not ducking.
 
   “You can’t go out there like this for something that is, for one thing, probably a death trap, and for two, you don’t even know for sure that you will find anything,” Kevin argued.
 
   “I already talked to the doctor,” Aleah countered. “She says that Newark’s Licking Memorial Hospital had a top-notch prosthesis unit.”
 
   “You can’t just find a piece and slap it on, Aleah.”
 
   “I know that, Mister Smarty Pants,” Aleah shot back. “But Doctor Thompson said that she would make a list of what I needed. And since you are still a couple of weeks away from being able to even be fitted, this will be the perfect time to do it. That way, you can get up and start learning how to move around as soon as possible.”
 
   He had to admit, the thought of having his mobility back was very appealing. However, he did not see how she could even consider going outside with her face looking the way it did. 
 
   “It doesn’t even hurt,” Aleah said in a soft voice as if she could read his mind. “In fact, the doctor says that I may never feel anything in parts of my face, hands, and feet ever again.”
 
   “I am so sorry,” Kevin said with a sob threatening to squeeze his throat closed. He’d been near to crying for so long that he began to wonder if that would be his normal state now. He sure did not recall any hero crying in any of the zombie books and movies he’d read. They were all brave, strong, and capable.
 
   “Sorry about what?” Aleah sat up with a quizzical look on her face. “Sorry that you have been the glue keeping us together? Sorry that you came back and rescued us from a group of soldiers that are being led by a sociopath? Sorry that you went through hell and back to find medication for a girl that was suffering? Sorry that you fought your way back to us despite the odds being against you?”
 
   “But look at you…look at all of us!” Kevin slapped his leg for emphasis.
 
   “I will take frostbitten over zombie bitten any day of the week.”
 
   “But why would you go back out there into this?”
 
   “Because you would do the very same thing if the roles were reversed. You aren’t the only person capable of helping or doing for others, Kevin.”
 
   “I’m not saying that I am, but going in to a hospital? That is suicide.”
 
   “And if I were doing this by myself, then you would have every right to protest. However, Doctor Thompson said that a run on a hospital could help save a lot of lives long term. This might be the best chance we get for a while. Small town hospitals are going to be tough enough. There is no realistic way that we can consider trying this in some of the larger cities. Besides, we are running low on just about everything.”
 
   “But why do you need to go?”
 
   “Because everybody here does their part, Kevin. And I am good with my weapons. If there is trouble, they need people that can handle themselves.”
 
   “And of all the soldiers, you are some sort of bad ass? These people have trained for this sort of thing. What real training do you have?”
 
   Aleah’s face crumpled. Kevin immediately wished that he could take back what he said. He hadn’t meant what he said…at least not the way she had obviously taken it. The reality was that he simply did not want her to be away from him. When it came down to it, he felt helpless and weak.
 
   So why don’t you just tell her that! the voice in his head scolded. 
 
   What had happened in the past couple of days that made him dredge up all those awful parts of his personality that had put people at arm’s distance in the past? He had worked so hard ever since the incident with Cary to try and change. In fact, he felt that finding Heather had been the catalyst to his greatest transformation as a person.
 
   “I’m going.” 
 
   Aleah turned and left leaving Kevin with an empty feeling in his gut and a tightness in his chest. He felt the burning sensation begin around his eyes, but he would be damned if there would be any more tears. He bit down on the inside of his cheek.
 
   “What the heck is wrong with me?” he asked the ceiling. It did not seem inclined to answer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aleah stepped out of the RV and scrubbed the tears away from her eyes. All of her life, she had prided herself on her independence. She had always made her own path in the world. She was no idiot, and she certainly wasn’t blind. She knew how pretty she was, but that just never became a part of who she presented to others.
 
   More than once she had ignored the comments of others when she dated guys that did not meet some societal image of who she ‘should’ be with. When it came right down to it, she valued a sharp mind. That ‘did it for her’ more than six-pack abs and pretty-boy good looks. It was not that she was opposed to an attractive man. However, a lot of her values came from her father.
 
   When she was barely five years old, her dad had been in a terrible fire at the lab he worked at for a government agency. He had been tall, muscular, and amazingly intelligent. After the fire, he still possessed his intellect. Unfortunately, the injuries confined him to a wheelchair and he had so much scar tissue that the first time she saw her dad in the hospital, she had run from the room screaming in terror.
 
   As she grew older, she heard the comments, saw the mothers pull their children just a bit closer when they passed by. When she grew older still, she heard the giggles and the mean remarks made by the ignorant children who would smile to her face one moment and say horrible things the moment that they did not think she could hear them.
 
   The catalyst came in her freshman year of high school. They had moved to a new district when the government came back and asked for her dad to oversee a new project that had something to do with a top secret space platform. They needed him to iron out the issues they were having with the fuel. 
 
   She had earned a spot on the varsity cheerleading team. She was the only freshman to do so and could not wait for that first game when she could show off for her dad.
 
   The boy across the street had agreed to drive her dad over and make sure that he was front and center. Aleah was having the time of her life. The team was winning and the squad was pulling off some of their best routines with practiced precision. Shortly after halftime, one of the girls made a comment about “the freak in the wheelchair” and how he was probably some kind of perv who couldn’t get a woman and got off watching young girls.
 
   Aleah was mortified. All of her happiness turned to hurt and shame. She dropped her pom-poms and ran all the way home in tears. She was sprinting up her street when the headlights of a car came up from behind. 
 
   “You okay?” a voice asked from the window as the vehicle came up alongside her. It was Stanley Eisen, the boy from across the street.
 
   “What happened, sweetie?” her dad’s voice came from the back seat.
 
   Aleah could not bear to repeat what had been said. She shook her head and tucked her chin to her chest, turning into her driveway.
 
   That night, Stanley sat quietly while Aleah sobbed. Eventually, after her dad had drifted off to sleep, she related what the girls had said. Stanley simply nodded and listened.
 
   The next week, every single girl on the cheerleading squad had their hair fall out in clumps. Aleah kissed her first boy that same week. She dated Stanley until her dad was re-assigned to a new facility in Michigan.
 
   “You gonna be ready in an hour?” a voice called from across the open compound.
 
   Aleah turned to see Angel Henderson and Jan Seiber heading her way. Each had the handle of a sword jutting over her shoulder and a small crossbow barely larger than a pistol but sporting a surprising 80-lb draw. An assortment of knives hung from their belts, and both were already decked out in full protective gear from head to toe.
 
   “Heading over now,” Aleah answered with a wave.
 
   She crossed the open ground of the compound and once again could not help but be impressed with the set up. All the way around was a “fence” consisting of trailers from semis turned on their sides. All of the tents were in the center of the clearing and RVs came off like spokes to a wheel. 
 
   At any given time, there were ten soldiers—although that term was being used loosely since she was now considered a part of the outfit—walking the tops of the trailers on watch. In addition, there were four towers at each compass point that were manned from first light to full dark.
 
   The most impressive sight was the tank parked by the main entrance. Of course it had long since run out of fuel, and there was absolutely no ordinance for it, but it still made for an impressive sight. She imagined that more than one group of would-be raiders had passed by after seeing it. There was something to be said for appearances in certain instances.
 
   Aleah entered the tent where her cot had been assigned. She opened the footlocker and pulled out her gear. She would have to go to the armory for a majority of her weapons. However, she had her favorite machete in with her standard gear which consisted of a full snowsuit that was amazingly lightweight, gloves, goggles, lined, steel-toed boots, and an insulated face shield.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, she was dressed out like Angel and Jan. Four others were coming along, but Aleah didn’t know them personally. The commander of the camp, the one everybody called “Cyclops” as long as she was not within hearing distance, had assigned the team.
 
   Aleah had only met Colonel Dawn Shipley one time, and that was on the day she arrived. The colonel came to the tent where everybody was being treated and told them that they were free to go, but if they stayed, they would have to undergo a three day quarantine and then they would be expected to join the ranks.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Everybody pulls their load here,” Colonel Shipley had said with a voice that was far too gentle-sounding for the person it came from.
 
   Colonel Dawn Shipley had been in a Humvee driving down some side street in Bagdad when the IED blew. It snapped the armored Humvee in half like it was made of balsa wood. A piece of hot, twisted steel drove into her face just above the left eye. The corpsman that arrived first had her written off for dead.
 
   Several months later, the colonel was being touted as a medical miracle. Copies of her x-ray with the piece of metal piercing her skull had been passed around like a nudie picture in a frat house. It had cost her the eye and pieces of her memory—including any and all recollection of the man she was about to marry.
 
   He arrived at the hospital when she came stateside. He spoke with her, but Dawn Shipley was no longer his “ray of sunshine” that he remembered. This woman was harsh, cold, and suffered from horrible facial disfigurement. He could almost endure the first two, but that final one was the nail in the coffin of their relationship.
 
   Then Major Shipley poured herself into her job and rose through the ranks after fighting the Army and its attempt to send her into retirement. She had been at a seminar in Cleveland when all hell broke loose.
 
   With no unit, she had fought and worked her way south to Columbus solely because she knew that to be the location of the president’s daughter. She would hook up with any military unit she found once she arrived. It had proved more difficult that imagined. The roads were living enactments of the movie Death Race as chaos took a firm toehold.
 
   Eventually she found her way to Columbus. But by then, the city was in flames that would never see a fire crew, the undead outnumbered the living by thousands to one, and the president’s daughter was gone. Luck had shone on the colonel a few days later when she heard the sounds of heavy machinery rolling through.
 
   She caught up with the caravan just in time to see it blow through a barricade. She watched in horror as the soldiers swarmed the helpless civilians, shooting some, tossing others to the horde of undead that gathered in their wake.
 
   She was watching this nightmare unfold when her eyes caught movement on the rooftop of a building just down from the one she was hiding in. That was how she found the all-female camp consisting of soldiers, some civilians, and much to her surprise, the president’s daughter, Shelly Bransen.
 
   Since that time, she had instilled order into the ragtag group. While many of the women had suffered some horrible ordeals in the months after the dead began to walk and wipe out the living, there was a fighting spirit that would have gone a long way to dispel the myth that women could not be effective combat soldiers. Even Shelly Bransen had taken to the training and proved to be not only an excellent shot, but very cool under duress.
 
   Everything was shaping up nicely until Willa Nelson had taken off after that damn fool Kevin Dreon. Had she known that the man accompanying him was an actual doctor, she would have ‘detained’ the pair and convinced them that joining her group would be beneficial to all concerned.
 
   Here it was almost two months later and Kevin Dreon was now in her camp. She had heard all sorts of wondrous things about his ability to devise plans when dealing with the undead. It seemed that he was one of those ‘zombie geeks’ before the real world event. Not one to turn away a valuable resource, she had taken in the group when they arrived and explained who they were. It had been unfortunate that Sergeant Nelson would not be returning. However, it was good to have some intel on the renegade Major Beers and her band of looting marauders.
 
   When the man known as Kevin Dreon had arrived, it was on the verge of too late. The initial reports were that the best they could hope for was that he lost a foot. However, death was still sitting at the table for the first few days. Doctor Thompson had done her miracle and kept the man alive. In addition, the man had arrived with a young African-American woman who suffered from, among other things, Down’s syndrome. It also turned out that she was hallucinatory and prone to fits.
 
   When the doctor initially suggested making a hospital run for prosthetics and the materials needed to provide them to Kevin as well as a few of the other survivors that had joined them over the harsh winter months, her initial reaction had been to say no. However, it was eventually argued that the benefits of this outweighed the dangers. Besides, making a run on the hospital now might actually be feasible. The undead did not just remain stationary. It was almost a certainty that there would be plenty inside the hospital to deal with, but it would be a great benefit for them to acquire as much of the medical supplies as they could before they were all rendered useless.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I mean what I say, ladies,” Colonel Shipley fixed the group with her one good eye. It burned a crystal blue and held more power than if she’d had both at her disposal.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Angel Henderson snapped to attention and saluted.
 
   “I mean it, Henderson. If Miss Brock here steps out of line and endangers the mission, you either put her down or leave her ass behind.” The colonel gave Aleah a hard stare. “I don’t want you bringing back the undead population of the city of Newark, Ohio on your heels because she wants to make life better for her lover boy.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Aleah snapped. “But in case you missed out on the whole plan, we aren’t just doing this for Kevin. A lot of your people will benefit.”
 
   Colonel Shipley had no trouble suppressing her smile. She had done exactly what she wanted with her words. She had put the group on notice and she had gotten under this girl’s skin. If she could insert that splinter of doubt into the Brock girl, then hopefully she would not venture too far out on the limb. 
 
   She certainly expected the young lady to do everything in her power to make this mission a success. That was actually her reason for including her in the first place. She had a vested interest in seeing it through. However, she did not want her so blinded by her desire to help her boyfriend that she took unnecessary risks.
 
   “Be that as it may,” the colonel said without the slightest pause, “I will not jeopardize my people or this location. We cannot move out until this frozen slice of hell thaws out a bit. In case you haven’t noticed, almost half of my people have suffered from frostbite to some degree. We did not plan this little run until you insisted that you had enough background on the area for it to be a possibility. Going into cities may not be as dangerous as they were a few months ago, but rest assured that there are still plenty of the dead walking those streets to make it a considerable risk.”
 
   “We will be back within the week as ordered,” Jan Seiber spoke up. She shot a look at Aleah that basically told her to be quiet. “I am sure that Miss Brock is aware of the importance of the mission while still realizing that we have to operate within certain safety parameters.”
 
   Jan Seiber was a seven-year veteran besides growing up an Army brat. She knew full well that there was absolutely no sense in arguing with an officer. They always felt like they were right…no matter what reality might say to the contrary. The best way to deal with the brass was to smile and nod. Once you got in the field, the “real” soldiers did their job.
 
   “I will hold you to those words, Sergeant Seiber.” With that, the colonel turned and headed back to the tent complex.
 
   Seven figures dressed out in full exposure gear, each armed with a variety of ranged and close-in weapons, headed to the ladder that would allow them to exit this nameless camp. As they climbed down, a cold wind blew, whipping up any of the snow that had not frozen over. None of them remarked or even really noticed the dazzling prismatic display as the sunlight refracted when it struck the crystals of ice and created a rainbow swirl of color all around them.
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   Billy
 
    
 
   “…and as we gather here together, let us try not to think only of the loss each of us feels, but to remember all the wonderful moments that we shared with our dear and beloved friends, Steve Hobart, Jesus Sanchez, DeAngelo Cribbs…”
 
   I hear the words, but I still can’t believe that he is gone. Looking around at what is left of our group, I don’t see a single dry eye. When Teresa and Jamie died, everybody felt it. But this…this is different.
 
   “Billy?” 
 
   I snap my head up and see the doctor looking at me expectantly. Oh yeah…I have the torch. With a nod, I lean forward and allow the flames to lick at the pyre. I hear a wail behind me and don’t need to look to know that it is Melissa. She has been a basket case since she heard. In fact, it is almost a contest between her, Cheryl, and Melinda to see who can cry the longest. I can’t blame them, but I seriously cannot take much more of it.
 
   As the fire burns, I watch everybody peel off and head back up to the cabin. I can’t help but notice that Thalia falls behind. Eventually she stops. Nobody seems to notice. She watches them all file through the door and then I see her head down the hill towards Death Alley.
 
   I give the fire a cursory glance and head after her. The last thing we need is a missing child. I try not to be mad at the so-called adults. I mean, how do they not notice a little girl missing?
 
   “Thalia!” I call as I round the corner. I see her standing at the drawbridge. Good thing she isn’t strong enough to hoist it herself. Who knows what she has on her mind. “Wait up!”
 
   “Oh…hello, Billy,” she says quietly.
 
   “Where you headed?” I ask.
 
   “Will you help me get Buster?” I am ready to tell her that right now might not be the best time when she turns and looks up at me with tear-filled eyes.
 
   Crap.
 
   I nod and lower the bridge so that we can cross. I start trying to sort through the events from almost two weeks ago. I recall our group making a run for the rendezvous location. If it wasn’t for Jake, we might not have made it.
 
   Man, if there is anybody that I want to be more like…it’s that guy. He waded into that cluster of zombies like they were nothing. I never saw anybody use knives like that. I gotta have him show me how the heck he does it. He was like a human blender. The thing is, a lot of times when you use a blade on a zombie, you can get it stuck. Not Jake. The guy is a machine!
 
   By the time we got down the hill, it was almost dark. All three of the children were too tired to keep walking. Me, Brad, and Christina were carrying them while Jake and Cheryl led the way. I remember Buster being with us up to a point. I guess I never paid attention. At some point, the dog just wasn’t there. 
 
   To be honest, I was tired and we’d had to fight through more zombies than I care to remember. Not once did we see one of the raiders. Raiders…what a joke they turned out to be.
 
   I paused when Thalia started to enter the woods. We were already too far away from the cabin if something were to happen considering that everybody was inside and we didn’t even have anybody in the crow’s nest yet.
 
   “Thalia?” I called. She looked back at me, but then she just kept going! I knew better than to go wandering the woods without my knife, so I pulled it out and continued to follow.
 
   I kept searching my memories for the last time I saw that little dog. Nothing was coming to mind. Things had gotten so crazy. Between hearing the sporadic gunfire and hoping that our people were on the winning side, then add in dodging zombies and hoping to God that you didn’t step on one that might be buried in the snow like with what happened to Emily, and noticing details seemed to go right out the window. Seriously, I don’t know how guys like Jon and Jake do what they do. Nothing seems to rattle them.
 
   I remember Jake leading us through the worst of the herd. From then on out, it was mostly stragglers or ones that came out when they heard us since there really wasn’t any way we could make this trip in silence.
 
   Once we reached our fallback location, Jake put me and Brad up on the roof to keep watch. At some point, the doctor came up with some hot water and a complete change of clothes for me. I honestly don’t know which was better. I didn’t much care for her standing there while I changed even though she is a doctor and all. It felt like being naked in front of my grandma.
 
   When I went down after Cheryl relieved me, I just sort of collapsed. That was it until morning and Jake was waking me up. I must have missed the initial report, because everybody was standing around with shocked looks on their faces and Jon was in the room with some girl tied up and gagged. She looked a bit like an MMA fighter at the end of a nasty ground-and-pound match.
 
   It took me a few minutes to pick up on the fact that we had suffered some casualties, but it wasn’t until I saw the look in Melissa’s face that I realized that Steve was one of them. I get that we lost some others, but Steve and Jesus were the biggest losses as far as I was concerned—Steve, because he just always seemed to know how to keep us together as a group, and Jesus because he was a bad ass like Jake and Jon.
 
   Plus, to be honest, I didn’t really know Doug Coates, DeAngelo kept to himself and the women, Nickie and Fiona, well…they were women. I never hung out or spoke to either of them unless it was to pass something at the table during a meal or to share any information during watch turn over.
 
   A weird sort of growl snapped me back to reality. I had to shake my head a few times to clear it and totally focus on what was happening. Thalia had this blade that was almost as big as she was. Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating a little, but it was easily as long as her arms. She held it in both hands and was circling to the left, away from me. About ten feet away was the ragged remains of Buster the Border Collie. She was missing one of her hind legs, but she could still move well enough on three.
 
   “Thalia!” I snapped. She may just be a little kid, but give her credit, she didn’t even glance my way for a second. Her eyes were locked on that dog. Or rather, what was left.
 
   I started forward and raised my own weapon.
 
   “No!” Thalia said. I could not see her face, but I knew crying when I heard it. “Buster was mine and Emily’s dog. I do this.”
 
   Then she started saying something in Spanish. Again, I couldn’t understand a word, but I know praying when I hear it.
 
   The problem I faced was that if I stood here like an idiot and let this little girl handle her business…and she got nipped…I was gonna catch every kind of hell imaginable…and probably some new varieties as well. The best I could hope for was that they would not throw my ass out in the snow.
 
   I edged just a bit closer. I guess Thalia knew that I couldn’t just stand there. She rushed that dog with her blade raised and came down hard with it on the furry little head.
 
   I’ll be honest, I was having my doubts about my own ability to hack that little dog. She might have been Thalia’s and Emily’s, but everybody spent their fair amount of time scratching her belly or rubbing her ears. More than once she and I had played a little fetch.
 
   “I’m sorry, Buster,” she said with a sniff as she pulled her weapon free. 
 
   For just five years old, she had just pulled a pretty wicked move. I was impressed. Still, we needed to get back to the cabin. We walked in silence for most of the way. When we reached the blazing funeral pyre, Thalia stopped. She stared up at the bodies, and even though they were all sort of lined up together, I knew which one she was looking at, so I just stood quiet and let her have her moment.
 
   “Do you think there is a Heaven?” Thalia asked, breaking the relative silence. I mean, it wasn’t perfectly quiet. I had never really noticed how loud a fire was until all of this.
 
   I stalled for a moment. Hell, Thalia, I’m only seventeen. I don’t have any idea what I believe. That was what I thought; what I said was, “Maybe.” Seriously, that was the best I could do.
 
   “I think there is.” With those words, she turned and walked up to the cabin.
 
   I followed and expected to be greeted by a flurry of questions. Instead, it was just more sad looks and quiet. Thalia went over to the bench where Misty was sitting by herself. I could not see or hear anything, but Misty looked at Thalia for a second and then got up and moved to a chair on the opposite side of the room. Melissa, Cheryl, and Melinda had obviously gone back to their beds. Dr. Zahn was sitting in a chair by the fireplace beside Jake and Christina. Jon and Sunshine were over in a corner whispering, and Brad was suiting up to head for the crow’s nest. Levent and Rabia were at the table, both seemed to be praying. They each had their eyes shut tight and were rocking forward and back just a bit. From where I stood I could see their lips moving but couldn’t hear anything.
 
   That is it. That is all that is left of our group. One way or another, we had lost everybody else. It had been a nasty several days. I was headed to the back to look for something to eat when Jon waved me over.
 
   “I want you to come with me,” he said barely above a whisper. I glanced at Sunshine and could tell that she wasn’t too happy.
 
   “Where we headed?”
 
   He didn’t answer and just walked to the big bathroom that we had been converting into more sleeping quarters; we wouldn’t need those for a while now. At least I knew where he was taking me. The question was why.
 
   We entered the room and Jon walked right over to the figure tied up in the corner. He pulled off the gag and crouched down in front of her. He had captured her the day we lost everybody. She was one of the would-be raiders. So far, only Jon had been in the room during her interrogations as far as I knew. Heck, I didn’t even know the lady’s name.
 
   “This is the last chance,” he said with no emotion at all. 
 
   Honestly, I did not see how this lady had held out as long as she did. Just hearing Jon’s voice like that was enough to make me have to pee. She just stared up at him with what was almost a smile on her face.
 
   “Then what? You beat me up again? Big deal.” Her voice sounded kinda sexy to me even though she was talking through swollen lips and her nose was obviously busted. Well, that or pretty much every girl was starting to sound sexy.
 
   “Actually…we have a nice big fire outside. You see, you and your people are responsible for a lot of my friends dying…so maybe I will just take you outside and let you join them.” 
 
   It took me a minute, but then I figured out what Jon was saying. I guess it took her a few seconds as well. I saw the look on her face the moment she realized what Jon was getting at.
 
   “You wouldn’t do that…the doctor lady said that there wouldn’t be any more torture. She promised—”
 
   “She isn’t in charge!” Jon cut her off. As mean and aggressive as that statement felt, he still was managing to have absolutely no emotion in his voice. Yep, I would have totally wet my pants by now. “And I am not going to torture you…I will simply toss you on that fire and let you die.”
 
   “How is that not torture?”
 
   I could not believe she was still arguing.
 
   “Because…I am talking about execution.”
 
   “You mean murder!”
 
   “Call it what you will,” Jon said with a shrug.
 
   He leaned down and shoved the gag back in her mouth. Then he looked over at me. I was confused. I had absolutely no clue what help he thought that I would be at this point…or any point for that matter.
 
   “Grab her feet, Billy,” Jon said.
 
   I don’t know where it came from, but somehow I found my body moving forward. With about as much coordination as the damn zombies, I leaned over and grabbed her feet. We had gone about three steps toward the door when she really began to thrash about. She was trying to say something.
 
   “Drop her,” Jon said, and let her upper half go. She hit the ground with a nasty thud before I could get my hands to do as they were told. I let go of her feet
 
   He knelt beside her and pulled the gag down again. The only problem was that she had gotten the air knocked out of her a bit when her upper body hit the floor. She made a few weak croaking noises while she kept shaking her head. Finally, she seemed to get back her ability to breathe, and then eventually to speak.
 
   “What! What do you want me to tell you?” the woman wheezed. 
 
   “I want to know your numbers, the location of your camp, and how you brought that herd to us,” Jon hissed. “The same questions that I have asked you time and time again.”
 
   The woman closed her eyes. After taking a few deep breaths, she finally started talking.
 
   “Our group sort of came together over the past few months. We are what is left of probably six or seven other groups, and if you think we are something…then you have no idea. Down in the valley around La Grande, there are probably three major groups and a dozen or so little ones all within about twenty miles of each other fighting over every scrap.
 
   “Some of us got together after our groups were either wiped out or sent running and we decided to head up into the mountains. Didn’t seem that any of the others were too excited about heading up into this frozen bit of hell.”
 
   Jon urged her to continue, but she gave a slight shake of her head and glanced at the bottle of water on the counter. I hadn’t given it much thought, but now that I looked closer, her lips were pretty chapped and I could tell just by her face that she hadn’t eaten much if anything in a while. I guess that went the same for water. Jon grabbed the bottle and held it to her lips, allowing her to take as much as she wanted. I guess he was a one man good-cop/bad-cop team.
 
   “And how about a little something to eat?” the woman asked after making this sigh that sounded like she had just found a small slice of Heaven.
 
   “You give me some solid information and I will think about whether or not you will live long enough to merit me dishing out something for you to eat or not,” Jon said. 
 
   Hmm, I guess Bad Cop was back. For just a moment, I thought that she was going to shut down and clam up, but I imagine she was pretty tired of being kept tied up in a dark room with no food, and water only when somebody thought about giving her some. And by somebody, I mean Jon since he was not allowing anybody else to ‘visit’ the prisoner.
 
   “Look, we were hungry…there were seventeen of us and we ran in to this guy, Patton I think was his name, who told us that you people had kidnapped his daughter and then kicked him out of your camp. The whole team was ready to come in with guns blazing, but then some of his story stopped adding up. First he had found your camp by accident, then you people had raided his…just weird stuff. I mean, this guy could not tell even the simplest lie. He was really bad at it. Plus, we separated him and his friends and the stories were all over the place.
 
   “So, long story short, our leader, Vern Tasker. Finally had enough and when he told this jerk he was no longer welcome, the guy went crazy—”
 
   “Just stop right there,” Jon interrupted. “You don’t think that we found them? The guys were strung up and the girl was missing? So if you want me to think that things got heated and that your people…this Vern Tasker or whoever, took the time to hang Patton and the men, but that the woman was spared?”
 
   I saw the lady’s shoulders droop. She really did not have any idea who she was messing with. I bet she thought that Jon was just some guy…normal like Steve or me or Brad. She was dealing with a Marine. All I could do was sit back and watch. I could tell by the look on her face that she knew she was busted.
 
   “We did it…alright?” she said after a long pause. “When we ran into Patton and his crew, we initially were going to ask them to join us, but he was unhinged. The problem we had was that so were the others. It got ugly fast and before you could say anything, Vern had the guys strung up. He took the woman into his tent, but that isn’t what you think!” she said that last bit really fast. I could see the darkness on Jon’s face, and I imagine that the lady did as well.
 
   “Okay…then you tell me what I should think.”
 
   “She was in pretty bad shape,” the lady explained. “He was actually concerned that she had been snagged by Patton and his group against her will. She was pretty out of it. I never saw her again. The next day, we found out that at least some of that lunatic’s story was true…you people did exist.”
 
   “So you just decided to harness a mob of zombies and take us out,” Jon was stating more than asking.
 
   “The zombies just turned out to be a lucky break,” the lady said, shaking her head at Jon’s accusation. “We got up early that morning to make our move and the herd was just passing by. We fell in behind them.”
 
   Jon glared at her for what seemed like forever. Seriously, I don’t know how the woman did not wet her pants unless she was just so dehydrated…
 
   “Okay,” she finally caved. “A few times, when they started to wander off course, Vern got the idea to send somebody around and ahead of them and lure them back on track.”
 
   “Then maybe I should just throw you in a pit with a few and be done with you,” Jon said with an icy tone that I was certain could not be a bluff.
 
   “I am telling you everything! I am telling you the truth!” she insisted.
 
   “Then tell me where your people make their camp.”
 
   She seemed to squirm for a few seconds. Jon gave me a nod and indicated that I grab her feet. I did not know what pit he might be referring to unless he meant the moat that circled our cabin on the hill, so maybe we were back to throwing her in the fire. I really did not want to be here at this moment.
 
   “I don’t know!” she exclaimed. “The best I can do is give you the general area that we roam. We have not been able to set up a permanent camp yet. We tried twice, but got ran off by bigger groups. Believe it or not, there was some talk about trying to join up with your group, but our scouts saw the little girl and we just figured that maybe it was one more tiny piece of Patton’s story that was true.”
 
   “If I show you on a map where we are—” Jon started.
 
   “I can show you whatever you need to know,” the woman said. “Just, please…don’t throw me in a fire or feed me to one of those…things. I would rather you just shoot me and put me out of my misery than to go out like that.”
 
   “I am going to put the gag back in, and I will be back in a few minutes. When I return, I will bring a map. If you try to screw around, you go straight to the bonfire. Understood?”
 
   She nodded. Jon gagged her and then motioned for me to follow him out. I gave her one last look on the way, I thought I saw tears in her eyes. Maybe Jon had actually broken her. But what do I know?
 
   We stepped from the room and Sunshine was standing there with the doctor. I could tell right away that they weren’t happy.
 
   “I thought we discussed this already,” Dr. Zahn said with a tight-lipped expression on her face.
 
   “Nothing happened…I did not lay a hand on her,” Jon said.
 
   I was a little surprised. I mean, I get that the doctor is a tough old lady, but Jon is a Marine. They ain’t scared of nothing or nobody. Yet, he was definitely on the defensive. I guess I sort of expected him to just tell her that it was none of her business or something like that.
 
   “You better not,” the doctor said with a scowl, then she pushed her way past and went into the room.
 
   “Sunshine, I told you I wasn’t going to hurt her,” Jon said as he took her hand.
 
   I was not comfortable at all standing here in the middle of this. I searched the room, but where could I run? One way I had the kids, in the back, the women were all crying their eyes out over the losses of their husbands, Jake was nowhere to be seen and Brad was in the crow’s nest on watch.
 
   “You mean you weren’t going to hurt her again?” Sunshine emphasized that last word and planted her hands on her hips. That was my cue to leave.
 
   I headed for the door. It might be freezing outside, and there might be zombies…but that was a much better place to be than where I currently stood. 
 
   As I reached the door, I heard Jon call out, “Don’t go far, we still have things to deal with!”
 
   At first I did not think he was talking to me. But as I stepped outside, I realized…there were not that many other choices left. Like it or not, I had just moved up the ladder.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was standing on the porch minding my own business, sipping my morning cup of instant coffee. We did not have much of this stuff left and I wanted to savor each and every cup. 
 
   I was trying to clear my head of everything that was busy trying to drive me bonkers at the moment. I could not wrap my mind around how things had gone so bad so quick. Just a couple of months ago, it looked like we had secured ourselves the perfect place. I guess nobody really thought about how tough the winter was going to be without the basics.
 
   Basics…now that is a laugh. It used to mean something a whole lot different about six or seven months ago. Damn, has it been that long?
 
   So it turns out that Shelly Casteel—the lady prisoner—and her group were not doing too well. When they ran into Patton, I guess the group split on how to deal with him. The guy that took charge, Vern Tasker, I guess he decided that they needed to take us out and move in. Anybody that argued with Vern got booted from the group or killed according to Shelly. 
 
   When the herd came through, Vern had some of the group help pave the way using some construction equipment that he had found and managed to get running. I guess they scouted us for a week, but could not get any good numbers since we were staying inside so much due to the bad weather. They thought there were only eight or ten at the most.
 
   Jon had all the bodies of the people we killed from her group lined up in the snow. Vern Tasker was not among the dead. So now Jon wants to take me and Jake on our own scouting mission. If their numbers were what she said they were before attacking us, then there are only five of them left.
 
   I asked Jon why me and why not Brad, he says that I show the good makings of a fine soldier. He says that if I were to have joined the Marines, I probably would have done real well for myself. When I said that I still did not understand why he chose me instead of Brad, he got a look in his eye that almost seemed to be anger.
 
   “You follow orders, son,” Jon said. “Brad was one of those liberal types. He thinks he can talk his way through everything. Those days are gone for the foreseeable future. I need somebody who will do what they are told when they are told.”
 
   “Is that why you brought me in when you threatened to toss Shelly on the fire?” I asked.
 
   “You are a smart kid, Billy.” And then Jon turned and walked away. That was a ‘yes’ in my book.
 
   Anyways, in the morning, we head out for the area that Shelly says they last made camp. Jon says that he does not expect them to be there if they have any brains at all. That has me wondering, If that is true, then why are we going out in this awful weather and risking death by zombie or just plain freezing?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “See that building with the red sign hanging down in front of it?” Jon whispered in my ear.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That Dumpster beside it should allow you to climb up on top of the building. From there, I want you to move to that far corner and keep down. Jake and I are going to come around from either side of the complex and slip in one of the ground floor units.”
 
   We had already snuck up to the rickety looking apartment building and gotten an idea of the layout. It was a horseshoe-shaped complex. The ground floor units were set up with all sorts of trip lines. Those would obviously cause havoc for a zombie, but they would not do much against a person who knew what they were looking for.
 
   A group of four people were inside from what we had seen after watching the place all day and night. The place they will have me stationed looks right into the guts of that complex. The grounds are also heavily booby-trapped with all sorts of razor wire and cans hanging from strings. In the short time we observed, it looked like they rotate one person outside who walks back and forth on the balcony which runs the length of the center section. 
 
   “If I am not back by dark, you head home,” Jon said. And then he was gone.
 
   I made my way over and climbed up to where Jon had directed me to go. Once I got up on the roof, I got a bit of a scare. I was crab-wading to the lip of the building where I would take my position when I heard a strange noise. The problem I had was that, without electricity, buildings are just as cold as anything else. There is no heat generated, so the snow was actually quite deep—almost to my waist (hence the ‘wading’ instead of crab-walking). I looked around but did not see anything.
 
   I took a few steps and heard the noise again. Naturally, I froze. The sound stopped. I used my walking stick to poke around. The last thing I need is to step on a zeemine. (That is what we call the creepers buried in the snow.) After each step, I poked around. About three feet from the edge, my stick caught on something.
 
   I took a few steps back. I sure as hell didn’t want this thing to sweep my feet out from under me if it started flailing around with its arms. Holding my stick out in front of me, I began to swish it back and forth to start clearing out the snow and give myself a easy shot at this thing’s head.
 
   A dead hand came up out of the snow just as I was coming back for the fifth or sixth swish. The fingers were all mangled and crooked, and snow clung to the flesh in frozen clumps. I thought that just maybe this thing would be partially frozen solid. Then the head rose up and I fell back on my ass.
 
   The best I can figure, whoever this person was, they tried to blow their brains out, but only managed to take a huge chunk of the right side (as I looked at him) of the face. I swung hard and connected with the temple area. It was like smacking a ball of ice with a piece of bamboo. My hands buzzed like they’d been stung by a bunch of bees and the stick went spinning off through the air and over the lip of the roof.
 
   Then I found out why this person had not only tried to blow his brains out, but also why he was a creeper. The snow began to roll like waves as a bunch of zombies started standing up. It was like they had been just sitting there when the snow came, and once it covered them up, they saw no reason to move and so they all just sat there…until I stirred up the pot.
 
   “This is gonna suck,” I sighed.
 
   Drawing my machete, I moved away from where I was supposed to be stationing myself. I did not want to attract the attention of the guys in the apartment…if I hadn’t already. The zombies were even more bizarre than normal with all the snow. For just a second, my mind pictured them as they stood and then plastered the image on a Christmas card.
 
   “Hark! The horrid zombies sing…” I croaked softly. I would have never made it on American Idol.
 
   The first one stepped into range and I swung overhanded, the blade biting deep and stopping just past the bridge of the nose.
 
   As I pulled my weapon free, I gave this one a glance. For some reason, I always fixate on the first zombie if I am faced with killing more than just a couple. Honestly, after the third or fourth, they sort of all blend in together and just fade. However, I think I can describe almost every single zombie that I have killed to start off a fight. 
 
   This one was a woman. She could have been anybody’s mom back in the old neighborhood. I would guess her to be in her late thirties or early forties, but it is getting harder to tell as time starts to do some damage. That and the facial rearrangement that comes from smashing up against a door, window or wall for a week or longer while trying to chew through the solid surface as every single zombie behind you shoves forward in an attempt to do the same. Toss in the random elbow to the face when these things are in a herd, or that when they fall over, no effort is made to protect themselves from the fall. Some of these things are starting to look less and less related to humans.
 
   This lady looks like she died from a single bite to the arm. Her right arm has a nasty blackened wound that has the dark tendrils radiating from it. She still has her jeans on and a muffin top that looks seriously deflated is hanging in a flesh flap around her waist. Oh yeah…she is not wearing any top and her bra is long gone. 
 
   She crumples and disappears into the snow on the roof as more step in to take her place. They are all reaching for me. Once, my machete hangs up just enough so that I have to jerk to the side and snatch the closest zombie by the arm and sling him over the edge. By the time I am able to kill the last one, gunfire erupts from over towards the apartment complex.
 
   I was pretty sure there are no more zombies up here or hidden under the snow, but I still tried to stay in the area of smashed down snow that was created during the skirmish. When I reached the edge of the roof, I stayed hunched over and tried to barely peek over the edge.
 
   Jon and Jake are nowhere to be seen, but I observed one body hanging partway out of a window of the top unit on the far left. Also, smoke is coming from the windows of three ground floor units. I must have missed the part where they said they were going to flush these people out with fire. I imagine there are two ways to die that, if you had to pick, would be at the top of the list on ways NOT to go out. Burning and being eaten alive by zombies have got to be a close first and second on just about everybody’s list.
 
   From my perch, I scan the area with my binoculars. Still no sign of Jake or Jon, but I see one figure moving around in one of the upper units. It is really just a dark shadow that has almost no form, but it is moving around too fast to be a zombie. I keep my eyes locked on it until I notice something else worth diverting my attention.
 
   Moving up a side street just past the apartment complex, using snow-covered vehicles, the buildings, and anything else they can for cover are about two dozen people. Even from here I can see the weapons sticking out from these new arrivals. They are armed to the teeth!
 
   Now what do I do? My brain is rattling with uncertainty. I squint my eyes and search for any signs of Jon or Jake and still come up with nothing. This is going bad fast. Could Shelly have sent us into a trap? 
 
   My brain quickly tosses out that possibility. She has been our prisoner for a few weeks. There is no way she could have set this up. That means that this is another of the groups that she was talking about.
 
   We are in so much trouble.
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   Vignettes XXXIV
 
    
 
   Caleb stuck his head out the doorway. He looked both ways and saw nothing moving. Turning to Aaheru, he smiled.
 
   “They have gone?” Aaheru asked, doing his best to hide his pain. His arm felt hot to the touch and was swollen so bad that the skin looked like it would split at any moment.
 
   “There is nothing moving, and I have heard no sound for hours,” Caleb reported.
 
   Aaheru nodded and rose to his feet. The room swam just a bit and he almost lost his balance, but he dug down deep to his reserves and mustered the strength that he needed to take first one step, and then another.
 
   Outside, a cool breeze blew, wiping away the heat being generated by the sun and causing his body to start to shiver. Aaheru was no fool. He knew very well that he was in trouble. His arm was a problem and it would kill him before much longer. He would need to do something drastic.
 
   “Come, boy,” he mumbled to Caleb. 
 
   Together, the pair walked through the apparently empty remains of a small coastal village. From the few huts that actually remained standing, an occasional stirring could be seen. They stayed in the center of the brick road that ran down its length. Already, the sand from the beach had blown in and covered much of what seemed to be the only actual road. The side streets were all clay or sand strewn with gravel. In less than a year, it was doubtful that much would remain at all to indicate that man ever lived here.
 
   As they walked, Aaheru would point out things for Caleb to collect. Eventually they stumbled upon a small cart and began to stack everything that Aaheru indicated into it. Caleb would drag it along and set it down every so often if sent to fetch one item or another.
 
   Once they reached the outskirts of the village, there was an actual paved road that wound up a hill in a switchback manner. At the top there looked to be an old dilapidated fortress. If they were going to find anybody alive in the area, it would stand to reason that they would be there.
 
   While the road was in fairly good shape considering, Aaheru struggled as they climbed the hill. Several times along the way he signaled the young man to stop so that he could catch his breath. After the third or fourth time—Aaheru did not know which—Caleb asked if he would want to sit in the cart and be pulled along.
 
   Aaheru leveled his gaze as best he could and tried to etch his face with what he hoped was a look of disdain. It looked more like a grimace, but Aaheru swallowed once to ensure that his voice would not crack from his throat being dry as he spoke.
 
   “Do you think me weak? Perhaps you believe that I do not possess the might to continue to call myself your leader…your pharaoh. Well let me set your mind at ease, boy.” He made sure that he emphasized that last word to further make the distinction between them. “I have the blood of the gods flowing though me. They have seen fit to place the rebirth of Egypt in my hands. I will walk up this hill…and then I will show you the strength that I still have in me.”
 
   Caleb nodded and kept quiet. As they continued their journey up the hill, he watched the man slump further and further at his shoulders. He truly believed that this man would crawl on his belly to prove his point. As they reached halfway, the man began to mumble. At first, Caleb believed it to only be the man’s labored breathing, but soon, words formed. He heard names; the most common being “Ahi” and “Ahmes”. These were usually followed by rantings of their failure or even apologies. Caleb remembered the one called Ahi, he had been the advisor to Aaheru. There had been something about the man that seemed peculiar, but Caleb had never been able to place it. There was simply an uncomfortable feeling any time the man was around him.
 
   As for Ahmes, he knew that Aaheru had one particular woman that he claimed as his queen, but the man was also not beyond seemingly attempting to sow his seed with any of the other women that had been brought along.
 
   When Aaheru collapsed face down onto the road, Caleb scooped him up and deposited him in the wooden cart. He made the rest of the trip in silence. As he climbed higher and higher up the hill, he was able to look down. It seemed that the tiny village was really part of a more sprawling little town that wrapped most of the way around the small harbor that they had pulled into. He could see the sunken wreck of their ship jutting out of the water. Here and there he saw singles or small groups of what had to be more of the undead, but none showed up to bother him as he made his way up the road.
 
   When he reached the top, he slowed and waited to see who or what might come out of the ruined old castle. When it was clear that nothing would, he headed through the entry arch cautiously. Across the open courtyard was a ramp that led up to a corner tower. He crossed and observed that all of the walls had areas that were collapsed. That seemed to explain why nobody had come here and used it.
 
   Caleb reached the base of the ramp. It was much steeper than the road had been. He did not think that he would be able to haul Aaheru up the incline. He had to work at it to get the man out, and then he was able to get under one arm and half-drag, half-guide the man up to the tower.
 
   Once inside, he discovered another problem, there was no door and the only safe place was a landing about ten feet above them that would require them to climb. There was no way that Aaheru would be able to perform such a task…even with help.
 
   “It has to come off, boy,” Aaheru moaned from where he sat against the wall.
 
   Caleb looked at the man and then around the room to try and discern what he could be talking about. Aaheru mumbled something unintelligible. Caleb leaned in closer.
 
   “…the arm has to come off…it is killing me…the only choice…fire…”
 
   Caleb listened for what seemed like several minutes, but Aaheru said pretty much the same thing over and over. Maybe he changed the order, but that was about all. Slowly it dawned on the young man what was being said.
 
   Running back down to the wagon, he looked at the seemingly random things that Aaheru had told him to gather up as they passed through the village. There were pieces of wood, three belts, a sheet of cloth that looked like it could be used to make a sail, and a couple of sticks about an inch around and a foot long. There were also a handful of dead tree branches, an axe head and an odd looking rock, some fishing line and an assortment of metal scrap. 
 
   Caleb dragged the cart up the ramp and then went to work rigging a few lines across the ramp that would provide the only access to the tower. As he worked, he gained an even greater respect for the man who would be Egypt’s new pharaoh. The man certainly could not have known what they would find at the top of the hill, but it seemed that his mind had been sharp enough to know that he must prepare for anything. The fishing line and metal were obviously to be used as alarms. The rest seemed self-explanatory. The materials were there to build a fire; then he would cut off Aaheru’s arm, cauterize the wound, wrap it in cloth…and then hope.
 
   Less than an hour later, Caleb had a raging fire going. It had been difficult, and more than once he thought that he would not succeed. He had managed to run around the castle and just outside to gather more than enough wood to keep it going. The next part was the hardest.
 
   He laid Aaheru down and stretched his right arm out away from the body. Taking one belt, he wrapped it around the arm just above the elbow and cinched it tight. Aaheru groaned, but his eyes did not even flutter. Taking another belt, this one made from some sort of woven cloth, he placed it just below the first belt and used the stick, twisting until it could not turn any further and then tied the loose ends of the belt to keep it secure.
 
   He had sharpened the blade while the fire got good and hot and then stuck it into the flames until the metal turned almost white. Lining up the blade, he brought it high above his head and then came down with all his might,
 
   A scream echoed through the castle.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What were you thinking?” Mackenzie said with as much anger as Juan could ever remember hearing from her in the relatively short time that they’d gotten to know one another.
 
   “Did you get the part about that kid pulling a gun on me?” Juan asked. He could not believe that this was even an issue.
 
   “He was scared!”
 
   “Trust me…you look down the barrel of a gun being pointed at you and scared doesn’t quite cover it.”
 
   “But you said that you will be going back, right?”
 
   “I will.” 
 
   Juan did not want to tell her about the gate having to be left open or the number of zombies he passed on his way to the boat. Hell, he was lucky he got out of there alive. As it was, he’d had to leave over half the stuff in the truck because he had attracted so much attention.
 
   He paused for a moment and then sat down on the edge of the bed beside Mackenzie. Brushing the hair from her face, he took her chin in his hand and tilted her face up to his.
 
   “I’m not one of the bad guys,” Juan insisted.
 
   “I know that, you big idiot.” She leaned forward and kissed him. He did not miss the slight wince.
 
   “You okay?” he asked with genuine and more than just a little concern.
 
   “Just some cramps,” she said, waving him away. “It won’t last too long, but right now I just don’t feel great.”
 
   Juan did his best to remain calm. He had no idea what a woman went through during the course of a miscarriage. He did know that, with doctors in short supply, they were facing a much more complicated situation when it came to what used to probably be considered “routine” medical issues.
 
   “Now you just wipe that look off your face,” Mackenzie demanded. “I have already been checked by April and she comes over a few times a day to follow up on my condition.”
 
   “Before I went on this last run, April and that other lady…what was her name?”
 
   “Jeannie?” Mackenzie raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah, I think that was it. They were saying that we needed to make a hospital run or something. I think maybe that I will get a list from them.”
 
   Mackenzie hated the idea of Juan leaving yet again. Still, she knew that he would not sit this out. He seemed to think that he had to do everything. The problem was, one by one, their original little group was thinning because they always seemed to be the ones making the runs off the island. Juan had defied the odds so far…but his luck only needed to fail once.
 
   Juan’s thoughts were not too different from Mackenzie’s. In fact, he was determined that this would be his last trip off the island for a while. In fact, he did not see why he would ever have to leave again after this one. They had been taking steps to become self-sufficient. The fence was up and the lookout towers were in place. As he drifted off to sleep holding Mackenzie, he became more and more certain that he was ready to put an end to his days ‘in the field.’
 
   When he awoke, Juan slipped out of bed, kissed Mackenzie on the forehead, and started suiting up for what he hoped would be his last trip. After double and triple-checking his gear, he went outside. The air was actually a bit warm compared to what they had been seeing. Not only that, but as he looked west, the horizon seemed clear. The sun was already burning through the wispy fog that was clinging desperately to the ground.
 
   He walked down the road until he came to the house he knew April called home. He did not even knock on the door before it opened and he was looking down into the face of the woman he sought.
 
   “Is Mackenzie okay?” April asked in a rush.
 
   “Yeah…” Juan’s voice drew that word out and rose with uncertainty. “Shouldn’t she be?”
 
   “Of course, but—” April’s mouth shut so hard that her teeth clicked.
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Look, Juan, I’m not going to lie to you. With a miscarriage, there are so many things that could happen. But honestly, she seems fine and I have been over three or four times a day to check on her. Plus, a lot of the other gals stop in during the day, so she really hasn’t been alone. It’s just that, without being able to do things like ultrasounds or x-rays. We are going solely off of external cues.”
 
   Juan scratched his face; the few days of growth were starting to itch. He wished he’d taken the time to shave, but he really just wanted to make this last trip and be done if that was at all possible.
 
   “Look,” he said finally, “I appreciate all that you are doing. I am getting ready to make a run and see if I can find you some medical stuff. So maybe you could make me a list?”
 
   April pursed her lips for a moment. She seemed to be ready to say something about a dozen times. Juan was almost ready to give up. He figured he could just go to a hospital. He could just break in to the pharmacy and load everything he saw into a cart until it was full. That should do just fine.
 
   “I’m going with you.”
 
   Juan took a step back and shook his head. “I don’t think that is a good idea.”
 
   “Look, Jeannie will check in on Mackenzie—” she started, but Juan cut her off.
 
   “It ain’t about that. You have that EMT training…right?” April nodded. “Well it does not seem like a very good idea to drag you out there and put you at risk.”
 
   “You had me on that other run,” April pointed out. “So what is the big deal?”
 
   “The big deal is that I didn’t know you had medical experience.”
 
   “Well then, we will just have to be careful.” She didn’t bother to remind Juan that she had told him shortly after first arriving at the island when he had asked if any in her group had any medical or first aid knowledge.
 
   “If only it were that easy,” Juan sighed.
 
   “Listen, I understand what you are saying. However, if we get to the hospital and I see something that would be really helpful but didn’t think to put it on the list…I can grab it. If you go alone, you will only get the stuff on the list. And even then, you might not know what you are looking for.”
 
   Juan thought it over. She made a good point. Still, he would feel awful if the closest thing that they had to a doctor ended up dead. He had not planned to take anybody with him on this one. He wanted to get in and out. 
 
   “I promise to do what you say,” April added. “But if I could make this run with you, it might make a huge difference in us not having to do this again.”
 
   “Okay,” Juan relented. “But you do what I say when I say with absolutely no questions. We clear?”
 
   “Crystal.”
 
   April opened the door and allowed Juan inside. He helped her go through her things and select what she would need for the run. Before they left, she scribbled a note and tucked it under a door in the upstairs hallway.
 
   “I just told Jeannie that I would be back soon and for her to keep an eye on Mackenzie,” April said to Juan’s questioning look.
 
   Together, the pair headed down to the dock. Along the way, Juan filled April in about the situation regarding Frank and Donna. He was surprised by her response.
 
   “You sure that what you left behind merits making a return trip? Sounds like that place might be crawling with zombies by now.”
 
   “Mackenzie was pretty upset…” Juan started to explain, but he really didn’t have anything beyond that to say.
 
   “Yeah?” April flashed a peculiar look at Juan. “Well she isn’t on this run. What she don’t know won’t hurt her.”
 
   Juan stared at the woman’s back as she stepped past him and climbed aboard the boat. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to hug April or smack her. As they headed up the Willamette River, he suddenly felt like maybe he was making a big mistake.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Scott raised his hand bringing the group to a halt. He pointed to a shadowy figure moving along what could only be described as a razor wire fence on steroids. It was at least fifteen feet high and appeared to be made of multiple coils of the stuff stacked one on top of another. 
 
   “Where the heck do you think that they got all of that?” Chad whispered.
 
   “No idea, but judging by the amount of cloth fluttering from it, the thing has seen plenty of action and is still standing,” Brett observed.
 
   Chad used the binoculars to get a closer look at the person. “It’s a woman,” he reported. She is carrying what looks like a pretty hefty crossbow. Also, she has a pistol on her hip, big…must be pretty wicked if the size is any indicator. 
 
   “Also, the fence is even more impressive now that I get a better look. The razor wire is secured to what looks like a mesh grate. And it actually sits just across an irrigation ditch or something, so unless it is a pretty good herd, they probably can’t even make it up to the fence.”
 
   “Well then I guess they have seen a pretty big herd. Those strips of cloth fluttering in the wind didn’t get their by themselves,” Brett said.
 
   “So how do we approach these people?” Chad asked, ignoring what sounded like a bit of a defensive comment from Brett.
 
   That seemed to be par for the course the past several days. Ever since they had agreed to come down out of the mountains and give this acquaintance a look, Brett had felt the need to question everything, and if a discussion was engaged about even the smallest thing, he would sulk and pout if his idea was not the one chosen. Twice, Chad had needed to step in between Brett and Scott when the “discussions” became too heated.
 
   “Maybe I should go up alone and see what is up. I can tell Dustin about you guys and see if he is even open to us coming in,” Brett said.
 
   “Why wouldn’t we go up as a group?” Scott asked.
 
   “Because,” Brett took on an exasperated tone that almost seemed to be his norm lately, “if we come barging up, we might spook the person on watch. Somebody might get shot. If I go alone, I will seem less threatening and hopefully she will take me to see Dustin.”
 
   “And what is to keep you from just blowing us off?” Scott challenged.
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Maybe you didn’t’ think that you could make it down here alone…maybe you decided to use us to get you here safe so that you can cut and run,” Scott shot back.
 
   “Hold up,” Chad hissed. “I think we are all just tired and cold and hungry. Brett, go on up and see what the deal is, we will sit tight here and wait.”
 
   “But not forever,” Ronni spoke up. “I am sick of being frozen and soggy.”
 
   “Hey, at least we are out of the mountains,” Chad offered with a weak smile at his sullen daughter.
 
   “I will be back as soon as I can,” Brett said. 
 
   Without waiting for any further response, he rose up from the brush and started across the open field towards the fence. To the credit of the person on watch, she appeared to have spotted him instantly. She stopped her patrol and unslung the crossbow from her back.
 
   “How would she shoot through that fence?” Chad whispered.
 
   It was not long before he got his answer. He watched her go to one of the two foot wide—for lack of a better term—fence posts. She vanished behind it and appeared at the top of it a moment later. They were set about ten feet apart and stretched on for quite a while. From their vantage point, they could not actually see where they made the turn, also, they could not see a house, but the wisp of smoke coming from a distant grove of trees would be a likely place.
 
   “Each of those things probably has a little ladder up and a platform on the top,” Scott observed. “And this field is kept cut down so nobody and nothing can get close. I would guess the distance from this tree line to be at least two hundred yards.”
 
   The trio continued to watch Brett as he crossed with his hands in the air. Still almost fifty yards away, the watch yelled something and Brett stopped. They were too far away to hear anything that was said and could simply observe. 
 
   At one point, it looked like Brett decided to try and get closer. The watch fired her crossbow, but it was apparently a warning shot as Brett jumped back and began frantically waving his arms. A few seconds later, he was getting down on his knees with his hands on top of his head. The watch drew the pistol from her hip and fired it skyward.
 
   “Flare gun,” Chad and Scott said in unison.
 
   About ten minutes passed. Finally, a group of ten riders on horseback came galloping up. The overall welcome did not seem to be a congenial one. At one point, one of the riders hopped down off his horse and threw Brett to the ground.
 
   As a group, Chad, Scott, and Ronni slipped just a bit further back into the brush as they continued to observe, hoping for any sign that the reception would get any better. When three of the riders climbed down and trussed Brett up and threw him over the back of a horse, it was visibly apparent that a grand welcome was unlikely.
 
   Once the riders headed off, the threesome slipped into the woods. Chad looked at Scott with a raised eyebrow in question. “So?”
 
   “Guess he didn’t know this guy very well at all,” Scott said with a shrug.
 
   “What do we do now?” Ronni asked.
 
   “The sign that I saw last night said ‘La Grange three miles’ or something like that,” Scott offered.
 
   “Ever been there?” Chad asked.
 
   “Nope,” Scott replied.
 
   “Well, that is as good of an idea as any.” Chad grabbed his pack from where they’d set them before sneaking through the brush to get a look at what they had hoped would be a bit of salvation.
 
   Together, Chad, Ronni, and Scott began the trek across a muddy landscape. The ominous sounds of thunder could be heard from the south. More than once, each of them looked over his or her shoulder to get a look at the dark clouds barreling their way. Lightning bristled and the telltale veil of gray could be seen reaching the ground, indicating a solid line of rain headed their direction.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How could you just leave me like that?” Gemma fumed. 
 
   She’d had about all she could take of being treated like a child. Adults were always doing that…pretending that she did not have an opinion, or if she did, that it was not important. The main reason that she had decided to leave their group behind and follow Vix on some crazy trip to London was because she thought that perhaps if it were just the two of them, that maybe they would develop a bond and even rely on each other.
 
   She had sat on that fire escape for almost an hour and had just about given up. The crowd below was far too big for her to have any chance of making it through. Her only option was to go inside the building, and she’d already heard plenty of noise from that direction when she had gone to the first window and ducked her head inside.
 
   There was a bedroom that obviously belonged to a little girl who was infatuated with princesses. The real ones, not the cartoons. Pictures of Diana, Kate, and even that hideous duchess Camilla (blech!) adorned the walls. The bed would have been lovely were it not for the mold growing all over it—that and the blood. The door leading out was shut, but as soon as Gemma snuck over to it and tried to open it just a crack, the scream of rusting hinges brought the sounds of multiple moans from somewhere down the hall. It had only been in the last few minutes that the scratching at the door had ceased.
 
   Looking down at the sea of undead faces that stared at her, Gemma tried to guess what some of the people had been like in life. She was trying to keep her mind occupied and not let the feeling of being abandoned overwhelm her, but she was failing. Then, some of the zombies began to peel away from the rear of the group. Gemma watched as they disappeared around the corner.
 
   As the third or fourth little group separated and wandered off, Gemma had seen Vix poke her head around the corner! She had actually waved. Well, Gemma huffed as she plopped back down and sulked, she was certainly not about to wave back!
 
   Before long, there were about a dozen left. Gemma sat for a few minutes waiting for Vix to pop in and draw away more, but nothing happened. Getting up, she moved towards the ladder. She could actually climb down and stop about halfway, from there she could stab down to eliminate the remaining zombies.
 
   “You waiting for an invitation?” Vix stuck her head out from around the corner of the building from which she had lured a good many of the crowd to their deaths. “Do I have to kill them all, or can you find some time in your day to get off your arse and help?”
 
   “You took off and left me!” Gemma shouted back over the din of moans and groans from below. “And you lot zip it!” she snapped at the zombies.
 
   “You mind not making such a fuss…we are in bloody London, might be that there are a few more zombies in these parts than Basingstoke.” Vix glanced over her shoulder and then looked back at Gemma with pursed lips. “Got twenty or so coming this way, so if you don’t have any other plans, maybe you can climb down and we can…” She looked back over her shoulder again and then turned back to Gemma. “Run!”
 
   Gemma scrambled down as Vix took out the first couple that had already started her way during their little conversation. Each time she swung, she chanced a look over her shoulder. She breathed a sigh of relief as Gemma’s feet touched ground and the last of the zombies that had assembled around the ladder fell to her machete.
 
   “Where did you—” Gemma started to ask, but Vix cut her off.
 
   “I said run!” she growled, giving Gemma a shove.
 
   Behind her, coming up the narrow road was certainly more than the twenty she had claimed. Some of the smaller cars were being pushed aside by the sheer force of so many bodies moving in one direction. However, it was the leading edge of the horde that Vix kept fixating on each time she had looked back. And now that they were done with the immediate threat, she took another look just to be sure.
 
   Several of the Buckingham Palace guards were easy to pick out with their red coats. A couple still managed to be wearing their tall black Bearskins. That was upsetting. To see such an icon of her homeland in this condition reached in and touched her heart in a way that she had not anticipated. Yet, it was what was leading the hellish pack that really gave her heart a squeeze.
 
   Leading the way were a pair of Corgis. One of them had most of one side of its face peeled away and the other looked as if its entire snout had been gnawed off. Vix turned and ran.
 
   The pair ducked up one alley and down another. It seemed that this horde was oozing through the entire city. Every road was an undead end, forcing them to turn back and dash off in another direction.
 
   After diving into a sprawling residential area that appeared much like Vix imagined the place looked like during the Blitz, they found a beautiful church. The walls surrounding it looked to be intact. Vix climbed over and then helped pull Gemma with her.
 
   “What did that sign say?” Vix asked as she slumped down against the cold, damp stone.
 
   “All Saints Fulham,” Gemma managed to get out between gasps for air.
 
   “No…not that sign, I saw that one well enough. I mean the hand-painted one below it.”
 
   “I didn’t see, I was too busy hoping that I was not going to be eaten.” The groans of the zombies that had been converging from both directions punctuated her statement.
 
   “I thought it said something like—”
 
   “Hands on your heads where I can see them!” a voice barked, cutting Vix off in mid-sentence.
 
   Both women looked up to see a figure decked out in a hodge-podge of protective gear. The helmet had a tinted visor and what looked like some sort of protective gas mask. However, it was the space-age looking rifle that was pointed at her head that got most of the attention.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jody?” a voice whispered in his ear.
 
   His head felt fuzzy and there was an unpleasant pounding behind his eyes, it almost felt like he was—
 
   “Crap!” he exclaimed. 
 
   His arms were bound behind his back and his feet were tied together at the ankles and knees. He was at a peculiar angle…not lying down, but not fully upright either. Then he had a new realization…his eyes were open and he could not see a thing.
 
   “Danny?” Jody whispered, hoping that he had properly identified the voice that called out to him in the darkness.
 
   “Yeah,” came the reply. “Looks like we’ve been bamboozled.”
 
   Bamboozled? Really? Jody thought. Here they were, coming out of some sort of drug-induced stupor, and he was dredging up words like bamboozled?
 
   “Any idea how long we have been out of it?” Jody asked.
 
   “Nope, I just came to a little while ago and I heard you starting to stir.”
 
   “The girls!” Jody felt his throat tighten as a number of horrible possibilities raced through his mind.
 
   “Last I remember, they were hanging out and gabbing with the locals…everything seemed fine,” Danny said.
 
   That was what Jody recalled as well. He had been talking to George Rosamilia…and sipping a cup of coffee!
 
   “That son of a bitch!” Jody growled. “If he touches a hair on their heads…I’ll…” Jody sighed. He’d what? At the moment he could not do a thing but hope that he didn’t lose his hands due to the lack of circulation.
 
   A light came on blinding them both and causing the two men to let loose with some rather “un-macho” yelps. Jody tried his best to force his eyes open, but it took time. Once he did, he was not surprised to see George standing just a few feet away with a half-dozen men who looked like poster boys for the “Hell’s Angels”.  He had a second to get a look at his surroundings. They were in what looked like a concrete bunker or storage facility. He and Danny were both secured to metal posts that were slanted at forty-five degree angles.
 
   “I imagine there is a whole laundry list of things you’d like to do right about now,” George said with a shake of his head. “And you got every right to be angry. But I need you to hear me out before I come over there and cut you loose?”
 
   “Oh…you’re just gonna cut us both loose?” Jody’s voice dripped an equal mix of venom and sarcasm.
 
   “Actually…” George drew a wicked looking blade from his belt, “…yes, I am. And seeings as how you are probably not gonna be able to do much other than fall over, not much chance you being able to take a swing at me just yet. Still, I want to speak on things before I let you go.”
 
   Jody tried to think of a retort, but he was growing more confused by the moment. He glanced at the group of men who accompanied George. They all seemed relaxed. None had sneers or dirty looks on their faces.
 
   “Well, go ahead then,” Jody urged. “Like you said, there isn’t much I can do at the moment.”
 
   “First…I want to say I’m sorry for having to do all this to you.” George shot a look at the other men who all began mumbling various apologies.
 
   Jody shot a look at Danny who returned the look with one just as confused. Still, he was not about to let his guard down.
 
   “The thing is, we have seen a lot of stuff since this whole zombie uprising, or whatever you want to call it, began…not all the worst monsters were the ‘eating people’ type. This whole thing has set humanity back a few hundred years. People ain’t acting right with nobody in place to tell ‘em not to do certain things. You got all sorts of folks out there takin’ advantage of the ones that they figure to be weaker…less able to defend themselves. You get where I’m comin’ from?” George leaned in and cut the bindings on Jody’s wrists. With a nod of his head, one of the other men did the same for Danny.
 
   “So…you drugged us and tied us up in some dark room because…?” Jody left the question open.
 
   “Let’s just say that some of the fellas that we have met have not been treating women—”
 
   “And children!” one of the men growled.
 
   “And children,” George agreed. “They haven’t been treating them all that well. We have met some really bad people these past months. And while you boys both seemed nice enough…we just had to be sure that the young lady and that girl were not being held against their will. The only way we figured that we could get an honest answer was to remove you two from the picture. That way, if you guys had made any threats, then they would now realize that they were safe and that you couldn’t hurt them if they told the truth.”
 
   “And Selina was okay with what you did to us?” Jody asked.
 
   “Not exactly,” George admitted, rubbing his jaw in memory of her response when he had told her what had been done to Jody and Danny.
 
   Jody smiled, remembering his first encounter with Selina. He had no trouble picturing her hauling off and socking somebody in the face.
 
   “So…the offer still stands for you and your people to stay.” George helped Jody to the floor as the circulation began to slowly return, sending pins and needles through his arms and legs; from the tips of his fingers to the tips of his toes, he felt as if his extremities were hooked to a high voltage generator.
 
   “We will have to talk it over,” Jody managed through clenched teeth.
 
   “What?” Danny said, obviously incredulous that such a choice was even being considered.
 
   Jody shot the other man a look and shook his head. There really was a lot to consider. While he did not exactly appreciate what had been done to either him or Danny, he certainly saw a sort of logic in it. They could do worse. And going back out on the road was nothing but more danger and uncertainty. Sure, there was no guarantee that they would be safe here…after what he saw in Bald Knob he doubted there was anyplace truly safe.
 
   Twenty minutes later, he and Danny were escorted out of what appeared to be a rusty silo of some sort. Neither made it more than a couple of steps before they were tackled to the ground by Selina and Kat.
 
   George and his group backed away from the icy glares of the two women and excused themselves saying that they would be back at the school waiting. The men departed, but at least one of them kept an eye over his shoulder as if expecting either Selina or Kat to do something.
 
   After dozens of assurances that everybody was in fact okay, Jody got the group to quiet down. He looked from one expectant face to the other.
 
   “I think maybe we have found ourselves a place to call home.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Push!” Major Beers barked.
 
   Ten men and women dug in with all they had and the truck rotated just a bit more. The bridge was now clogged with vehicles. Some had even been dumped on their sides. Everybody had been evacuated to the ruins of the power plant. Beyond that, there was really nothing else that could be done.
 
   “Major, here come the patrols!” a soldier called. 
 
   Major Beers swung around and looked back. Sure enough, four figures could be seen coming up the road. However, her eyes only paused on the patrol. It was what she could see behind them that had her heart pounding in a way it never had during her military career.
 
   “Oh my God,” Major Wanda Beers breathed. 
 
   Those standing around her felt the hairs on their arms and backs of their necks stand up. If there was one reaction none of them ever expected from the major…it was fear. 
 
   “Any word from the railroad bridge yet?” the major asked as she shook off the dread trying to constrict her heart.
 
   “None yet,” somebody answered.
 
   “I hope to hell that they did their job.” The major took one last look at the horde before turning to address those standing around her.
 
   So many, she thought. In the early days of the outbreak, there had been a certain fear because this was just so unreal. The denial that it was a zombie outbreak lasted for the first several days. That was probably why it had overwhelmed the population so quick. This was the stuff of television, movies, and comic books. It had no basis in reality.
 
   Once the acceptance had come and the zombies were seen for what they really were, Wanda Beers was no longer the least bit nervous about facing them. They showed no real cognitive thought as far as anybody knew. They were simply walking sacks of meat. Shooting them meant no more to her than targets on the range. It did not matter what “face” the creatures wore. Whether it be man woman or child, they were simply the walking dead. Nothing more…nothing less.
 
   Over the months, they had encountered large groups; some numbered in the hundreds. But this…her eyes scanned the visible horizon…stretched out as far as she could see. Bringing her binoculars up to her eyes, she took a closer look.
 
   “So much for the snow having any effect,” she whispered.
 
   The wall of bodies was doing what no snowplow could accomplish. While the snow might start to roll up in front of them, there were just too many coming from behind. Those in front that fell acted as a tamper. The bodies would pack down the snow as those behind walked over the fallen with no regard.
 
   Another thought snuck in as she observed the scene. They would not be able to stay here no matter what happened. The amount of dead bodies would become a problem the moment that the snow thawed. But if they could not be safe here in the middle of nowhere…then where could they go? Was there any safe place? These hordes moved where the winds took them…or whatever sent them on their way.
 
   “What are your orders, major?” a voice spoke up, snapping her back to reality.
 
   “My orders?” The major almost laughed. What exactly did they think she could say or do in the face of what was coming?
 
   The sounds of the dead had grown from a hum to a low moan to the buzz reminiscent what you heard driving past a stadium that was hosting some sort of sporting event. Considering how far away the horde still remained from her location, the major was certain that it would be almost impossible to hear yourself think before long. 
 
   She let her eyes drift across the faces of those who stood gathered around. She knew many of them, but there was an almost equal amount that she did not. In that instant, she realized how many they had lost along the way. She saw how many people they had scooped up to join their ranks. It was not enough. Stretched out in a line as they moved from place to place, they had looked like so many more than this group standing before her.
 
   “You want to know what my orders are?” the major asked, letting a sigh slip past that indicated just how exhausted she was all of a sudden.
 
   “Hide,” she said simply. “Find somewhere in this godforsaken place and hide until this endless sea of undead either sweep past…or wash us off the face of the earth.”
 
   Wanda Beers turned and walked away. As she climbed a rusted metal staircase to a non-descript tower, she checked—for perhaps the tenth time or more—to ensure that the one bullet remained.
 
   She would not be eaten alive. If it came to it…
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   11
 
   The Geek’s Girl
 
    
 
   Aleah came in behind Angel and swept the room just as she had been taught. From her crouched position, she felt Jan move in behind her. The trip to the hospital had been uneventful. In fact, it had been strangely void of any zombie movement. They had not even spied one in the distance or encountered a single lone shambler when they cut through residential areas.
 
   However, that lack of any movement was only part of the reason for the concern. It was obvious that zombies had been active in the area. There were furrows and packed down trails where singles and groups had passed through. And even more peculiar, they all looked to be heading in the same direction—to the northeast. And as they moved further into the actual city, the tracks adjusted accordingly.
 
   “I wish Kevin were here,” Aleah had said when they stopped for a little food and water. “I can’t really explain it any better than to say his mind is dialed in to this stuff.”
 
   “I don’t think I need anybody to tell me that something obviously drew the zoms out and away. Beyond that…I don’t care. That just means less chance of me getting bit,” Angel said with a shrug.
 
   “Yeah…but something like this…it just seems so…odd,” Aleah said as she got up and did her best to scan the area visually. 
 
   The big problem was that everything was white, or a shade thereof. You could make out some of the larger areas that were stomped down, but it was still hard to see much definition past fifty or so yards.
 
   “Maybe the hospital will be empty,” Catie Rose, one of the soldiers that accompanied them on this mission, offered.
 
   Aleah actually liked Catie; she had a definite accent that gave her away as being from the South. Even better, she was easy going and did not treat or talk to Aleah like she was just along for the ride.
 
   “Don’t count on it, Tootsie Roll,” Jan scoffed, giving the younger soldier a playful shove. “In fact, if the entire city emptied itself of the zoms, the only place they would still be is the one place we are going. That’s just the way that it works.”
 
   “You might want to be thankful that there will still be wal…” Aleah paused and caught herself. If she was going to fit in, she needed to try and use the soldiers’ terminology. “If the zoms have all left the hospital, it would mean that they knew how to open doors because, other than taking a several story plunge, there is no way they could get out of the upper levels.”
 
   She glanced around the group waiting for some sign of ridicule or exasperation. What she saw were thoughtful looks and slow nods of agreement. Hey, she thought, maybe hanging around Kevin is starting to rub off. 
 
   They had headed across town to the hospital in silence. The entire way, Aleah tried to pick out landmarks from their run earlier. Nothing seemed familiar and that was as disorienting as it was unsettling. In fact, the farther into the city they had pushed, the more claustrophobic it had begun to feel.
 
   By the time they actually reached the hospital, Aleah was exhausted. During their last break before making their run, Catie slid down and sat beside Aleah. 
 
   They passed a canteen back and forth for a moment before Catie spoke. “That adrenaline lag is the worst your first few times.”
 
   “Huh?” Aleah said as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and passed the canteen of warm water back.
 
   “You get all amped up with adrenaline and then it goes away. Leaves you feeling so damn tired. No wonder so many of the old timers popped pills back in the day.”
 
   “Pills?”
 
   “To put it bluntly…speed, they might have called them ‘energy pills’ or some other nonsense, but my daddy knew it for what it was and didn’t even hide it,” Catie explained with her easy drawl.
 
   “So is that what you guys do?” Aleah asked.
 
   “Not in today’s Army,” Catie said with a chuckle. “Good thing, too, not very many folks making them these days. We’d all be going through withdrawals.”
 
   “So what do you do?”
 
   “Get used to it as much as you can.” 
 
   With that Jan had called them all to move out. A few minutes later, they were at the devastated entrance to the hospital. After circling the entire building, it was decided that one entrance was just as good as any other.
 
   They had stepped through the shattered glass and made it to the admittance desk when the first creeper came out from under a knocked over soda machine right beside Aleah. She had driven her blade into it without thinking. That single action seemed to have put the soldiers at ease with her.
 
   It took a few minutes of scanning a large wall directory, but eventually they knew where their target was located. They would need to go upstairs and, if looking at the wall-mounted map of the facility could be relied upon, they would have to go to the third floor. 
 
   The stairwell was right across the entry lobby and the door was intact. They made it up to the third floor where the prosthetics lab would be located. Up to that point, it had been relatively uneventful. They had stopped just outside the door and Jan motioned Angel to take point.
 
   Opening the door proved to be their first obstacle. It was locked. That demonstrated almost no problem for the soldier that Jan summoned forward. However, the heavy chain on the other side that somebody had used to secure the door required more energy. Worse still, just the sound of the links moving back and forth seemed to be thunderous. They barely had the time to slip the bolt cutters through and cut the chain when the first few zombies staggered up. 
 
   Taking them down was easy enough, but the sounds of more could be heard echoing in the halls. The building was in the shape of a cube. From where they entered, they could only see the hallway stretch to their left and right. 
 
   They were in the southeast corner stairwell. Looking right, or north, the hallway had four corridors until it reached the end and took a ninety degree left turn. Looking left, or west, it was the same thing except it turned right at the end.
 
   “According to this,” Sergeant Jan Sieber waved the crude sketch that she had made of the floor “we go north and turn at the second hallway. The lab should the fifth door on the right. Catie, post up here in the doorway. You have our back, if we get cut off, you bug out. Sound the noisemaker if we need to pull back on the double-time, we will be asses and elbows to your location.”
 
   They had moved up the outer corridor in single-file. Aleah shot a glance down the first offshoot that they passed. She could not see a thing. It was pitch black after about ten feet or so as the ambient light coming in through the windows was gobbled up by the darkness. She thought she saw something step into the edge of the gloom, but just that quick it was gone.
 
   They took their corner and everybody switched on their helmet mounted LEDs. When they had loaded out, Aleah asked about night vision goggles.
 
   “You got a generator in your butt?” one of the other soldiers had said with a laugh. “Those things don’t run on wishes and sunshine, NUB.” Catie had been the one to tell her that ‘NUB’ was a military acronym for “Non-Useful Body.”
 
   They took positions on either side of the hallway. Dark figures were coming their way. Slowly they went from black, to gray, to full-color depictions of a mix of doctors, nurses, patients and others. They reached the door they sought and only had to take down a few in the process.
 
   One of the soldiers moved in with something that looked like a souped-up screwdriver and had the door unlocked in an instant. The room had no windows, so it was dark. Other than a musty odor, there was no stench that indicated any of the undead remained in this particular room. Everybody except the one who had opened the door filed in. 
 
   “Okay, gather up all the stuff on the lists. Call it out as you get it and I will cross it off,” Sergeant Sieber announced. 
 
   Everybody got busy and made short work of the list. Every so often Aleah heard a scuffle from the door as the soldier in position took down any zombie that wandered up to investigate. Aleah was feeling pretty good about the operation. In fact, she could not recall any time past where things had gone so smoothly. Now all they had to do was hit a few of the secondary targets and be on their way…nothing to it. A voice in the back of her mind whispered, Way to jinx it.
 
   On cue, the sound of an air horn made everybody jump. The noisemaker had been sounded.
 
   “Looks like the party is over, girls,” the sergeant called out. “We are outta here.”
 
   They filed out. Aleah paused as she exited into the hall. There had to be at least a dozen bodies littering the floor. While she had certainly had plenty of experience taking down zombies, she could not help but admire the matter-of-fact manner in which these soldiers tended to their business.
 
   The group was heading down the stairwell when a loud explosion shook the building. Fortunately they were between the final switchback and ground floor landing, otherwise somebody could have been seriously hurt. As it was Angel, who was taking up the rear, lost her footing and fell forward. Her left arm made a sickening crack as she slammed to the concrete pad at the bottom of the stairwell. Her cry was drowned out by a second blast.
 
   “What the hell is that?” one of the soldiers yelled.
 
   “Sooner we get outside, the sooner we find out,” Sergeant Seiber snapped. “Now move your asses!”
 
   The women filed out, Catie and Aleah helping Angel to her feet. Not thinking, Aleah grabbed under Angel’s left arm. The woman yelped and pulled away despite the fact that the pain made her knees buckle.
 
   “Sorry,” Aleah cried, stepping back and raising her hands to show she was not going to touch the woman again.
 
   The seven arrived in the waiting room to discover the few windows that remained had all shattered. The sergeant moved to the empty window frame on the left and peered outside. 
 
   “What the…” was all she managed before another explosion drowned her out.
 
   As a group they all had to move out to the parking lot to see anything other than the wisps of smoke carrying their way on the wind. They were on a slight rise looking down into what was once a mostly industrial area. A huge rail yard was at the base of the hill along with snow-covered warehouses of all shapes and sizes.
 
   One of those warehouses was in flames and the fire had jumped to another nearby. A strand of tanker cars was the obvious source of the explosions. Several of the tanker cars had been tossed off the tracks by the initial blasts. A huge, dark stain radiated out from many of the cars. Flames seemed to dance across the snow. The cloud rising from the conflagration was an oily black laced with more flames that reached hundreds of feet into the sky and was currently drifting in the general direction of the hospital.
 
   “The wind is blowing away from camp, but I want to head out,” Sergeant Sieber announced. “I have no idea what is burning down there, but that smell can’t be good. Plus, any zombie for miles will be coming to that dinner bell. We got lucky coming in, but I don’t want to chance it on the way out.”
 
   “We’re still gonna at least hit the pharmacy, right?” Aleah blurted.
 
   “Did you hear the part about heading out?” the sergeant turned on Aleah with a glare.
 
   “But we are standing a hundred feet away!”
 
   “And looking at several minutes to grab what we can. By then, this place could be crawling with the undead.”
 
   A moan got everybody’s attention, but it was only Angel. She was leaning against an abandoned car with her head down. Catie was closest and reached for her until the sergeant barked.
 
   “Don’t touch her! Henderson…lift your head so I can see your face!” The sergeant was already drawing her curved blade and approaching Angel.
 
   “She isn’t bit,” Aleah said. “She fell coming down the stairs. I think her left arm is busted.”
 
   “That true, Henderson?” the sergeant asked.
 
   Angel Henderson raised her head to reveal very red and bloodshot eyes. Tears were streaming down her face and her lower lip was bleeding from where she was biting it so hard.
 
   “It hurts so bad,” she managed before stifling another sob of pain by biting into her lip again.
 
   “Crap,” the sergeant cursed under her breath. Turning to the others, she began issuing orders.
 
   “Rose, you and Yost get Henderson’s jacket off. See if there is anything that can be done right now and then stabilize it for the trip. Eder, you, Ramsey and the NUB will come with me inside to secure as much medication from the pharmacy as we are able. My timer will start the moment we breach the door and we leave when it goes off. Ross, you stand watch and use the noisemaker if trouble is headed our way. Any questions?” 
 
   Sergeant Sieber did not wait to see if there might actually be any and headed back inside the hospital at a jog with her blade in one hand and a hand ax in the other. Aleah followed, glancing back just as Catie had cut and peeled away the sleeve of Angel Henderson’s coat and shirt. She almost sprained her neck whipping her head back around. The unnatural bend in the woman’s arm between the elbow and wrist was visible even from a distance. Just as she ducked into the hospital behind the others, she heard a scream of pain.
 
   The route to the pharmacy was easy, straight down the hall from the emergency room’s waiting area and just past the first intersection would be another smaller waiting room according to the map. That was the pharmacy’s waiting area. They reached it and were greeted by a half dozen undead. Some had actually been sitting in the cloth-backed chairs and made a hideous ripping sound as they peeled away from their seats.
 
   “NUB, you’re with me! Eder and Ramsey, secure the area,” Sergeant Sieber ordered.
 
   There was a narrow corridor that came to a dead end just about ten feet inside. At the end was a door on the left. Aleah followed the sergeant to the door and stood back as the woman lined up and brought the blunt side of her hand axe down on the door knob. After three good whacks, it snapped off. Seconds later they were inside.
 
   “Clock is running, NUB! Grab anything you have on your list. Try to keep a bottle of pain killers out for Henderson.” For emphasis, the sergeant held up her wrist and clicked a button on her watch.
 
   The pair went to work. Most of it was simply a matter of grabbing everything in sight. They had already been told to ignore any bottles of liquid medication and focus on pills and tubes of creams and ointments.
 
   In what seemed to Aleah like next to no time at all, the beeper on the sergeant’s watch sounded. There would be no bargaining for extra time; she already counted her blessings that the sergeant had even agreed to this at all. She stuffed the list in her pocket that she had made separate from the one the doctor had given. She had hoped that she remembered correctly. A few had been easy finds, some she had figured either were not correct, or maybe they were just not in stock. However, she was certain that Kevin would be very happy with her when she told him what she had done.
 
   She followed the sergeant out and had to step over a couple of downed bodies right at the entrance of the little entry hall that had led to the pharmacy door. Once again she could not help but be impressed with the routineness and professionalism that these soldiers operated under.
 
   Together they ran to the exit. Another explosion shook the ground beneath their feet. As they reached the exit, the chemical taste of the air was thick and bitter, causing a slight burning in their eyes, nose, and throat.
 
   “Assemble on me!” the sergeant called.
 
   “Nothing moving in the area,” the watch—the soldier named Ross—announced. “This is too weird for words, sarge.”
 
   “Zoms should be crawling all over this place,” Sergeant Seiber muttered. “Well let’s not go looking a gift horse in the mouth. NUB, give some of them pills to Henderson and let’s roll.”
 
   Aleah went over to where Angel was leaning on Catie’s shoulder. She popped the cap on the tiny brown bottle and dumped two pills into her hand. 
 
   Angel looked up with a grimace and accepted them. After a drink of water, she had Catie help her to her feet. They took a few steps towards where the sergeant was issuing orders.
 
   “Hey?” Henderson stopped and glanced over at Aleah.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Thanks for going in there…for…” her voice trailed off and she nudged Catie forward.
 
   “I didn’t really do anything,” Aleah said as she jogged to come up beside them.
 
   “You went in there, didn’t you?” Henderson asked.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Well every time you go in where those things are, you run the chance of not coming back out,” Henderson said.
 
   Aleah just nodded and kept at the soldier’s side. She hadn’t really thought about it. The truth was, she had gone into much worse situations. However, it had always been something that she had to do at the time.
 
   Then it struck her. That was what Kevin had been doing from the start. She let her mind wander over all the trips and runs he had made—some with her, some not—and realized that he was doing what he saw to be the best thing to give them a chance at survival.
 
   “Everybody follow me! Now!” the sergeant hissed and suddenly cut down a side street that led to a definite low rent district back when the neighborhood was still in existence.
 
   Aleah stuck beside Angel and Catie as they cut across a ramshackle apartment complex. From the outside, it looked as if the tenants had decided to go out with one big party. Slogans were painted everywhere that announced “party till we drop” and “if we gonna die…we gonna die wasted”. The upper level walkway was a row of four apartments. None of which still had doors.
 
   “Everybody up the stairs, the place looks clean, but be careful going in. Take the far left unit. Move!”
 
   Aleah looked all around but didn’t see anything. She kept close to Angel and, as they reached the stairs, she helped the other woman up the stairs while Catie covered them from the parking lot. 
 
   The unit was empty of any undead. However, there were more than a few corpses in varying states of decomposition. They would not last through the next summer by the looks of them. The only reason they were still even remotely identifiable was because they were all frozen solid. 
 
   Aleah’s eyes were drawn to one female corpse in particular. She could not have been any older than sixteen. She was wearing the tattered remains of what was probably a very pretty floral sun dress. A piece of rubber tubing was still clutched in one hand that had become more of a claw. A syringe was hanging from her left arm just at the crook of the elbow. Despite the partial decay and the fact that she was now little more than a chunk of frozen meat, the telltale sores on her face announced her addiction to crystal meth. Aleah had seen one friend go down that road never to return. Still, to see it in somebody so young was just as heartbreaking now as it would have been before the world died.
 
   Snapping back to reality, Aleah looked around to see the hive of activity swirling around her. Everybody seemed to be busy with one task or another.
 
   “…Yost, that doorway leads to a bedroom. Post up at that window. Ross, you take the kitchen window,” the sergeant was whispering, but the intensity in her voice was as present as if she had been shouting in a field of battle.
 
   Aleah looked around and noticed that she was the only one not doing anything. Well, with the exception of Angel who had slumped over a bit and almost looked to be asleep on her feet.
 
   “What about me?” Aleah asked Sergeant Seiber.
 
   “You just get over behind that couch with Angel and keep your head down.” 
 
   The sergeant didn’t even look her way. That bothered Aleah a little. But being shoved aside and told to keep down like she was in some way unable to offer any help was much more of an insult to her pride.
 
   Aleah helped Angel over behind the couch. She had to actually brace her back against the wall and use her legs to break a body free from where it had frozen to the floor. Once she moved it out of the way, she situated Angel in a corner so that she wouldn’t fall over. She had just jammed hers and Angel’s packs in beside the drug-groggy soldier who was now starting to snore softly when an amplified voice cut through the muffled sounds of the soldiers setting themselves up in whatever position that the sergeant had ordered.
 
   “There is no use hiding…we saw you duck into that apartment complex. Best thing for everybody is that you just come out peaceful. That way, nobody gets hurt. We just want to talk,” the voice said through an amplified bullhorn.
 
   “I got something you can talk to,” a voice said beside Aleah. 
 
   She had to actually look to confirm that it was Catie. All of a sudden, that sweet girl with the East Texas accent had vanished. The sparkle in the eyes and the curve of the lips that hinted at a smile were replaced by two cold orbs and a mouth pressed so tight that the lips were nothing more than a line indicating where a mouth should be.
 
   “Look,” Catie shot a glance at Aleah over her shoulder as she duck-walked along behind the couch and took a position on the right side of the long-since busted out living room window, “stay ready. No idea what we are facing. If they rush the place and have the numbers…we have a standing rule.”
 
   Aleah felt like she was listening to an entirely different person. It was more than just this new, serious demeanor. There was almost a complete disconnection of emotion.
 
   “We will not be prisoners for anybody. Angel has a tablet in her vest pocket. You get that out and if we are going to be overrun, you give it to her.”
 
   Aleah was confused. Surely this girl was not implying—
 
   “Oh…” She reached in her own vest pocket and produced a clear Ziploc baggie. Inside it was one non-descript white pill. “This is yours. Can’t make you take it, but trust me when I tell you…there are some people out there that are sick and wrong. With nobody telling them what they can and can’t do…well, just take my word that you would be better off taking this than if you get snagged by some of these freaks.”
 
   Aleah reached out and took the baggie. She had heard about what Heather experienced at the hands of just such a person. As hard as it was to believe, she had come to the realization that, while it was certainly not everybody, there were some sick and twisted people running around in the world now with nobody to stop them.
 
   “Look,” the voice on the bullhorn spoke again, “we don’t want any trouble. We just want to talk.”
 
   “Eder, with me,” the sergeant said.
 
   “You aren’t seriously going out there!” Ross said from her position wedged between a shelf and the wall where she could peer out the gaping hole that would have been the kitchen window.
 
   “I am going out on the landing,” Sergeant Seiber said. “You will have me covered. They know where we are and can wait us out. No harm in at least opening a dialog.”
 
   Aleah stuffed the baggie in her pocket. As soon as the sergeant and Eder exited, she drew her handheld crossbow, cocked it and slipped a small bolt in place. Staying low, she moved up beside Catie.
 
   “You might as well put that thing away,” Catie said, nodding to the pistol sized weapon.
 
   “I won’t just sit and hide behind a couch. If something is going to go down, I can help. I’m not entirely useless, you know.”
 
   Catie flashed a peculiar smile and shook her head. “Never said that you were. But you should know that, while those little crossbows are good for a zombie a few feet away, they really suck at distance. If this turns into a fight, you would be better off having that sword over your shoulder at the ready.”
 
   “Hey there,” a voice called out. It was the same voice from before minus the bullhorn.
 
   “Perhaps you and your friends can all just move along and let us go about our business,” Sergeant Seiber replied.
 
   “Not much on being friendly, are ya?” the stranger said with a chuckle in his voice.
 
   “These aren’t times for making friends.”
 
   “Look, me and my people don’t want any trouble…honest.”
 
   “You want honest?” the sergeant shot back. “Then let me put out my honest words. We came in for some supplies, got what we needed and then a bunch of explosions happened. That ended our trip. Now we just want to return to our people and be done with it. You can move along and let us go in peace or we can see about upping the body count in the area.”
 
   “Man…you really aren’t friendly,” the man said with considerably less humor in his voice. “Look, lady, my people and I don’t want any trouble. We were coming through with the same idea as you. Thing is, we were actually cutting southwest using Highway 62. We came up on the largest herd of those things that any of us had ever seen. Ain’t nothing left in their path but body parts and destruction. That group is almost a mile wide and about twice that in length. 
 
   “We didn’t expect to see anybody on the other side of something like that. When our scouts saw you coming out of the hospital…we got excited. Nobody goes into buildings that big any more. Not if they want to come out. But from what my guy saw, you all went in like nobody’s business and came out with full packs.”
 
   “And if you plan on liberating them from us…well, just don’t expect it to go well,” the sergeant snapped.
 
   “Jesus, lady,” the guy said with obvious disbelief in his voice. “We don’t want your crap. We was just hoping that you could give us a heads-up. We can make our own run inside…but never mind.”
 
   There was a lingering silence. Aleah peeked out and could see a few dozen figures huddled together on the street below. They were in some sort of conference. A couple were throwing their arms in the air, but most just stood with their heads down. A moment later, the group headed back the way that Aleah and the soldiers had come from. A few cast looks over their shoulder.
 
   Once they were out of sight, the sergeant came back inside. “Everybody load up. We need to put this place behind us before the wind decides to change direction and come this way.”
 
   “Why couldn’t we tell those people anything?” Aleah blurted. “They didn’t want any trouble. The least we could have done was tell them—”
 
   “Tell them what, NUB?” Sergeant Seiber cut Aleah off. “If they go there, they will see the same things we saw…and can hit the place for whatever it is they are looking for.”
 
   “But what about that horde they were talking about?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Just seems like something we should know about,” Aleah said with a shrug.
 
   She understood treating people with a certain degree of caution. But, not only did these people not look dangerous, they offered up information that might be good to have more details on. For the umpteenth time, she missed having Kevin on hand. Ever since falling in with these soldiers, she had been treated like a second-class citizen. It was frustrating. Especially since she was pretty sure that she had at least as much experience dealing with zombies as they did.
 
   “We will be heading out…unless the NUB has anything else to offer.” The sergeant went to her pack and began to put it on.
 
   “Actually…I do.”
 
   Every head turned her way. A few faces held no sign of emotion, but a couple—Catie primarily—were shooting her looks of warning. Aleah chose to ignore them.
 
   “If we are heading out, then somebody better make a travois for Henderson. She isn’t going anywhere at the moment. The painkillers have her pretty much out of it.” She tilted her head to where the woman was propped in the corner, chin down on her chest.
 
   Sergeant Seiber walked over and crouched in front of Henderson. She brought the sleeping soldier’s chin up and then eased her back in a gesture of tenderness that had Aleah scratching her head, she dropped her pack and pulled her sleeping bag free and draped it over Angel Henderson.
 
   “Looks like we will be staying for a little while until Henderson wakes up. Yost, take watch out back, Ross, you have the front. Everybody else take the time to grab a few winks,” the sergeant said in a voice that was barely even a whisper.
 
   Aleah went over and sat beside Catie who was already climbing into her sleeping bag. She looked around the room and saw everybody else doing the same thing with the exception of the sergeant who had produced a ragged-looking book and was writing in it with the tip of her tongue poking out one side of her  mouth.
 
   “So…you trying to make life hard on yourself?” Catie whispered.
 
   “Huh?” Aleah turned to face Catie who was in her bag and zipped to her chin.
 
   “I don’t know what you did before hooking up with us, but in our group, there are two types…soldiers and civilians. You want to be a civvie…that is fine. But if you want to fit in with us like you seem to…then you need to learn to shut up and do what you’re told. Out in the field, sarge is law. In camp, it is the colonel. In either case…we are expected to follow orders and stay in line.”
 
   “And when they are wrong?” Aleah shook her head and glanced over her shoulder. “You guys what? Just walk into the jaws of death and chalk it up to following orders?”
 
   “It ain’t like that, Aleah,” Catie said, struggling back out of her sleeping bag and sitting up. Her curly blonde hair was a mess, looking more like a fright wig. “But we have made it this far by holding to order and discipline. I know that seems strange to an outsider, but we saw a lot of stuff go down—”
 
   “So did everybody else,” Aleah cut her off. “The dead started eating the living. We all saw some pretty nasty stuff. But if we lose humanity, then what is the point?”
 
   “We can worry about humanity once things settle down.”
 
   “Settle down? You think that the dead are just going to roll over? You think they are gonna decide to just stop eating us?”
 
   “No, but they have to be running out of food. They won the battle, but—” Catie protested. Aleah could hear the doubt and worry creeping in to the younger woman’s voice.
 
   “But nothing,” Aleah said with a shake of her head. “You are trying to ascribe normal traits to something that we know nothing about. They might last for years…hell…they might never die. It has been months and they sure do not show any signs of falling over. And worse, they are starting to congregate into bigger herds. If that many of them are on the move like those people said, then they might not even slow down as they steamroll right through our little camp. You have a perimeter wall that can probably do well to hold off a few thousand…but this sounded like more. And if it picked up all the strays from here…it is like a snowball rolling downhill.”
 
   “I don’t—” Catie began, but was cut off.
 
   The sound of a distant scream carried clearly in the dead city of Newark. It was distant, but it was very distinct. Each person that heard it—Henderson was out cold and probably would have missed it if it happened right beside her—knew ‘that’ scream. Over the months, each had heard it come from friends, family, and acquaintances. It was the sound of somebody being torn apart.
 
   “Everybody up!” the sergeant barked.
 
   In a flash, the room was a flurry of activity. Weapons were drawn and everybody was moving towards the door. Even Yost, the watch posted in the bedroom, was out to investigate. In the general direction of the hospital, the sounds of a conflict could be heard.
 
   “Those people are in trouble,” Aleah breathed as she joined everybody on the balcony.
 
   “Sounds that way,” Sergeant Seiber said with a shake of her head.
 
   “So what are we going to do about it?” Aleah asked, turning to face the sergeant who made no outward acknowledgement of the act.
 
   “Not a damn thing. Those people went there of their own free will. Whatever happened to them is for them to deal with. Our mission was to make this run, obtain the items on the list, and return with those items.”
 
   “So we just sit here and listen to people die? Is that what happened to the Army at the end?” Aleah spat. “Is that why this country fell so quick? You were all so busy worrying about which orders to follow that you sat with your thumbs up your collective asses while the people you were supposed to protect all died?”
 
   “You know, NUB, I’ve had just—” the sergeant turned to face Aleah now with one hand on the hilt of the blade on her belt. Aleah was no longer concerned with this woman or her opinion.
 
   “My name is Aleah. I’m not one of your robots. And for your information…I have been surviving this whole thing just fine without you or your soldiers. When we get back, I’ll gather up my friends and we will be on our way.”
 
   “At least one of your friends isn’t going anywhere unless our doctor takes the time to address his issue of being about a foot short,” Sergeant Seiber quipped with a sneer.
 
   That had been the last straw. She didn’t care what sort of training this woman possessed. She had no concerns about what the other soldiers who were standing around with open mouths might say or do. She drew back to throw her best haymaker of a punch. And she probably would have landed it were it not for the several people who came running around the corner at full speed screaming for help.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
   12
 
   The Bigger They Are…
 
    
 
   From where I am, there is really nothing that I can do but watch. This group or team or whatever the hell they are split just as they came up on the building. I see one person obviously giving directions.
 
   Using my binoculars, I focus on this apparent leader. Either he is wearing a mask, or he is the darkest shade of black I have ever seen in my life. Staying on him for a second, I see it is the latter. Plus, just guessing, he is pretty damn tall. He is a good head and shoulders above anybody in his group. So, unless he is running around with a bunch of ten-year-olds, this is one tall dude.
 
   I really wish that Steve or somebody else was here right now instead of me. Taking the rifle from off my back, I check the safety and bring it to my shoulder. The scope finds the man I have decided is the leader. Curling my finger around the trigger, I follow him as he leads his group down the side of the building.
 
   He stops suddenly, raising his hand in the universal gesture that tells those with him to freeze. I can see him lean forward and then drop to a crouch. Unfortunately, that is also when I lost sight of him. He ducked behind a snow bank. The rest of his group followed suit and now I was really stuck.
 
   A few seconds can seem like forever. Minutes are like days. I have no idea how much time passed, but when the group came into view, I felt my heart try to pound through my chest. They were dragging bodies out into the open and just tossing them aside. I counted four. That number did not add up unless these people had taken out Jon and Jake. My eyes went back and forth between the one body hanging out of that window.
 
   There was a war going on in my head. If these people had just taken down Jon and Jake, our group was screwed. Like it or not, Brad and I do not have what it takes to keep everybody safe…or even together. If I got into it with them, I was as good as dead. Sure, I would get off a shot or two. But that would be the end of my surprise factor. After that, I was a goner. Not to mention that I only had ten rounds for this thing.
 
   Still, I can’t just sit here and let this go. Bringing the rifle back up to my shoulder, the only thought is that at the very least, I can take down their leader. Something darted across my field of vision causing me to pull back from the scope.
 
   I watched as Jon bounded though the snow right for the big guy leading this group. I have a lot of faith in the fact that Jon is a bad ass. Still, I cannot get over how big this other guy is; I think Jon is going to get his butt kicked…if he is lucky.
 
   The two men face off and Jon tackles the leader. Well, he tried to at least. He slammed into the man and I don’t think the guy budged an inch. The big man actually picked Jon up and shook him. Then he just dropped him in the snow. To his credit, Jon popped right up…then he turned and waved my way!
 
   I brought the binoculars up and saw that Jon was smiling! Okay, I thought, more than just a little confused. Then I spot Jake. He is going from person to person, and everybody is slapping each other on the back and doing the high-five-bro-hug thing. To say that I am confused would put it lightly. However, I do decide that I can come down off the roof.
 
   Just as I stand, I see a lone shambler come out from behind a mound of snow. One of the people with the new group just walks over to it and sticks a knife or something in the side of its head and goes back to kicking it with the group like nothing just happened.
 
   I think back to one of the big blow ups our group had not too long ago. If Steve thought that our people were not taking the zombies seriously, he would hate these people. As I cross the open area to them, the same sort of thing happens again. A zombie wanders up and one of them just pulls a weapon, walks over and drops it. I swear, this guy didn’t even stop talking to the group and barely even looked at the zombie!
 
   “So,” the big man was standing beside Jon and looking at me as I walked up, “this must be the Jarhead-in-training.”
 
   I shot a look at Jon who smiled. “Gabe Winters, meet Billy Haynes,” Jon said, ushering me forward.
 
   “Hi.” Seriously, what else could I say? 
 
   I craned my neck to look up at the man. His dark skin made his eyes and teeth look all that much whiter. He smiled and took my hand to shake it. It disappeared almost to the elbow. He gave a firm handshake, but wasn’t one of the jerks who try to crack the bones in your hand.
 
   “I guess I owe you a word of thanks.” The monster had a voice like silk! I swear, I bet he could sing his ass off.
 
   “Thanks?” I asked.
 
   “From your little perch there, I bet you could have put a bullet in my head and possibly took out a few of these clowns before they knew what hit them,” Gabe said with a nod.
 
   “Billy has a good head on his shoulders,” Jon said. “So, how long have you guys been on the move?”
 
   I think all the good-natured stuff was over. I knew that tone in Jon’s voice. He was all business now.
 
   “Well, the post was overrun about two months ago.” Just like that, Gabe had flipped a switch. The thing is, he seemed to be reporting in. I don’t really know any other way to explain it other than his voice became void of emotion. That smoothness that I heard when we were introduced was replaced by something entirely different. “I swear, we never saw so many of them before. Best guess is that it was the entire city of Salt Lake.”
 
   “And they just swept through?” Jon asked.
 
   “It reminded me of this old documentary I saw about locusts. The swarm moved through and destroyed everything in its path. The ones who could, grabbed a bite to eat along the way. But for the most part, they just kept walking.”
 
   “So how did you get out?”
 
   I was curious, but I also could not keep my eyes from taking in the new faces. They were all gathered around Jake swapping stories or whatever military types do when they run into each other. I do take a quick head count and come up with fifteen new faces—not counting Gabe Winters.
 
   “We were on patrol and just coming in. We sat on an overlook with our thumbs up our asses. Wasn’t a thing we could do. We even had a handful of civilians with us that we had scooped up along the way. But like I said, that was a few months ago. There were thirty-five of us back then.” Gabe shot a look over at his group. “We were in touch with a group up here for a while…someplace called Serenity or Opportunity or some such thing—”
 
   “Tranquility Base?” I asked as I turned back to face Gabe Winters and Jon.
 
   “Yeah, that might have been it,” Gabe said with a nod.
 
   “They got hit by raiders and zombies…or raiders using zombies.” I gave the brief rundown of what had happened and how our group had been sent out by Mister Smith and Sergeant Wimmer.
 
   “And where is this guy…Hobart you said his name was?” Gabe asked when I finished. I looked around and realized that everybody had gathered around to listen. Suddenly my mouth felt a bit dry.
 
   “He died…recently as a matter of fact,” Jon said. 
 
   Now it was his turn. He told them bits and pieces of what had gone down. I noticed how he left out a few things. Some didn’t seem like any big deal, but a few things stuck out. One thing I noticed was that he never gave away our actual location or how many of us remained. He just kept referring to “the others” or “the rest of the folks” when he talked.
 
   He also had not mentioned the fact that we had a pregnant woman and a doctor in our group. One of those two was probably just trivial. But I think us having Dr. Zahn with us would be a big deal. I made a note in my head to try and keep an eye on what I said in front of these people.
 
   “So, what are you guys doing out in this awful weather?” Jon asked. “I mean, I can understand you wanting to check out the possibility of a last known contact, but why make the trip in this weather? Why not wait until the spring thaw and push through then?”
 
   “We were, but then we got into it with some lowlifes. It turned into a running battle. We actually chased them all the way through Idaho before they gave us the slip,” Gabe said. “I probably should have given up around Pocatello, but it was almost like every single time I was about to call it, they would piss me off again. By the time we passed Boise, I realized where we were at and made the decision to check on that base. When those bastards finally gave us the slip or whatever, I headed this way.”
 
   “Well it is damn good to see you, Gabe,” Jon said, sticking out his hand to shake with the bigger man.
 
   “That sounds like goodbye,” Gabe said as he shook Jon’s hand.
 
   “Well, with the base gone, I just figured you and your outfit would probably have someplace else that you wanted to check out.”
 
   “Not really,” Gabe said with a shrug.
 
   “Well then…” Jon shot me a look. I have no idea what he expected, but I really had nothing to say. “Let’s head back and introduce you to the folks.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As we came up the shoveled out path that led us through Death Alley, I heard a few appreciative comments. Of course I was still smiling (and trying to hide it) from the incident back at the lookout stand just as you come in to the park area. Actually, I was surprised myself to see somebody perched there, but the way Gabe’s group scrambled, a few even diving for cover, when Christina called down to us on the way by was hilarious.
 
   By the time we reached the cabin, everybody was waiting on the porch. As I crossed the parking lot, I was again reminded of how many we had lost just a short time ago. This group would double our numbers with a few extras.
 
   I was not surprised to see Dr. Zahn step down off the porch and greet our new arrivals. Actually, she didn’t really greet them…not really.
 
   “What do we have here?’ Dr. Zahn stood on the second step up so she could almost be eye level with Gabe Winters.
 
   “Miss Zahn,” Jon said, and I wasn’t the only person to notice, “this is Gabe Winters. Back when it mattered, he was a lieutenant in the United States Marine Corps.”
 
   “Now I’m just Gabe if you don’t mind,” the big man said. That velvety smooth tone was back and in full effect.
 
   “Gabe and his men were searching for Tranquility Base,” Jon said.
 
   This is the part where I hate being…a kid. I was seeing all kinds of stuff happen here that I did not really understand. I saw looks pass between the doctor and Jon, between Jon and Jake, and between Gabe and his people. The problem was that I had no idea what any of it might mean…if anything. Maybe I was being paranoid.
 
   “…is Melissa Hobart,” Jon was saying as he introduced Gabe and his people to our group.
 
   “Sorry to hear about your recent loss, ma’am,” Gabe said with a slight nod of the head.
 
   “My name is Thalia,” a tiny voice spoke up.
 
   I saw her push past between Melissa and Cheryl to get to the front. She stared up at Gabe and her mouth fell open. Perhaps she had not realized that the man was still standing on the ground and for the most part still looking everybody in the eye who was standing on the porch.
 
   “Are you a giant?” she breathed, taking a step back.
 
   “Some people think so,” Gabe said with a smile. 
 
   He dropped down a bit to be closer to eye level with Thalia. To do this, he bent at the waist which also put him closer to the girl. She took an involuntary step back and tripped. In a flash, Gabe’s hands shot out and caught her.
 
   Everybody gasped. I can only speak for myself, but mine wasn’t for the fall. I did my best to make it look casual as my hand came away from the hilt of the blade on my hip.
 
   “So…” Gabe stood and looked around, his eyes lingering longest on Jon, “you folks have had some bad times lately. Okay, I get that. But as I look around, I am seeing a distinct lack of men. Now, I don’t want you ladies getting all riled up, got a few with me as you can see.” 
 
   His arm swung to his group of soldiers clustered together all looking rather uneasy. I am pretty sure our reaction has them a bit nervous. After all, I wasn’t the only person who went to a weapon a moment ago.
 
   “Look,” Dr. Zahn spoke up, shooting Jon another look that I did not understand, “it is not that we would not love to bring you and your people in as part of our group. However, we are in a bit of a quandary at the moment and I have some concerns.”
 
   “Okay,” Gabe said with an easy nod. “So maybe if you share them with me, we can see what can be done.”
 
   Dr. Zahn glanced at Jon and Melissa and then nodded to Sunshine. Those three headed inside without a word.
 
   “Billy?” Dr. Zahn put a hand on my arm. “Brad is in the crow’s nest, would you be a dear and relieve him. Tell him to join me in the spare room.”
 
   “Spare room?” I didn’t know that we had one.
 
   “The room we just converted,” the doctor prompted.
 
   “I thought that was where—”
 
   “Just go get him, please.” 
 
   Dr. Zahn was giving me one of those looks now. She turned to Gabe which basically meant that I was excused.
 
   “Now, Gabe, if you would care to join me,” she looked past him at his team, “and perhaps bring one or two of your people.”
 
   I headed in and went to go tell Brad that his presence was requested. I saw Jon, Sunshine, and Melissa talking by the door to the room that we had kept Shelly in; by the looks of things, Melissa was annoyed and Sunshine seemed to be trying to calm her down.
 
   After Brad climbed down, I plopped on the perch seat. My eyes could not help but drift to the rafters. Jamie had hung himself right here. I didn’t believe in ghosts or anything, but I always got a strange chill any time I came up here now.
 
   An hour passed. Finally, Melinda Cribbs came up to take over. I asked her what was going on and she just mumbled something about having to set extra places for dinner. I climbed down to see a few of Gabe’s people sitting around one table.
 
   I was hungry, but more than that, I just wanted to clean up and slide into my bunk. I had plenty of time to think while I was up there, and to put it bluntly, I was sick of being treated like a kid half the time and like one of the soldiers when they needed to send somebody to the nest or out on a mission. If Jon was going to call me “one of the men” and felt like I was capable of handling my business out in the wild, then I think it is only fair that I be let in on what is going on around here.
 
   “Billy?” Dr. Zahn’s voice stopped me in my tracks. “Could you come here for a moment, please?”
 
   I turned around and headed to her office. She ushered me in and pointed to a chair. I thought about refusing it. Maybe I would start sticking up for myself. I saw Steve stand up to the doctor more than once; eventually she started treating him like somebody in charge.
 
   “We don’t have long, so please sit down,” the doctor insisted.
 
   I took the seat she indicated. Maybe I would make my stand later. I had no idea what to expect. Dr. Zahn had a peculiar look on her face.
 
   “I need you to do me a favor,” the doctor said. I shrugged. I guess I would say yes or no once I knew what she wanted.
 
   “I need you to keep an eye on the newcomers for a while until we get a handle on them.”
 
   Okay, I didn’t expect that. 
 
   “I don’t understand.” Well…I didn’t.
 
   “I am not saying that these are bad people, it is just that we need to know more before we can trust them.”
 
   “But Jon seemed to know Gabe at least. When we ran into them, they were like old friends.”
 
   “And perhaps years ago, or even months ago, they were. But this is a new world now, Billy. People have changed. They do things that they would have never considered before all of this happened. We can’t be sure until some time has passed.”
 
   “So why me?” I asked.
 
   “Because they will not see you, my boy.” I imagine the look on my face told the doctor all she needed to know—I didn’t get it. “I realize that you were a bit perturbed when we sent you off like a child when we had our little meeting, but if we took you serious in front of the newcomers, they would see you as one of the adults. They may not drop their guard, but they are more likely to do so in front of you if they see you as somebody less important.”
 
   I guess I understood. It made sense, at least more sense than a lot of those looks earlier. I figured now was the best chance I would have of getting any answers.
 
   “So what is going on between you and Jon? There is some really bad feelings between you,” I said.
 
   The doctor stared at me for a moment and I thought that she was going to completely blow me off. Then she did something that made me regret ever asking or thinking that I could ask anything. She smiled.
 
   “So you picked up on that, did you? Seems like we chose the right boy…er…young man,” Dr. Zahn said with a laugh.
 
   I have no idea what she is talking about, but I figure the best thing to do is keep my mouth shut. Maybe, if I am lucky, she will make this as clear as mud for me.
 
   “Jon and I simply have a difference of opinion in regards to a few things,” Dr. Zahn sighed. “I don’t want to burden you with a bunch of nonsense that we will probably be able to handle between ourselves. Just, do me a favor?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am?”
 
   “Be careful. We don’t know anything about these people. The only reason that I even agreed to involve you is because Jon has so much on his plate right now, and I don’t believe that he will be as vigilant with these people as he should.”
 
   I left the doctor’s little office even more confused. So at least I know that there is something going on between her and Jon. I was worried that I might be imagining things.
 
   I stopped by the table and scooped up a bowl of soup. After only a couple of spoonfuls, I was done. I gave up expecting something rich and hearty a long time ago. But this was just barely above dishwater. It was thin and had almost no flavor. Slipping in to the back, I ran in to Melissa and Cheryl. They were standing just inside the storage closet.
 
   “How’s everything?” I asked as I walked up. I took a peek inside the closet without trying to make it obvious. Just as I suspected. The shelves were looking pretty bare.
 
   “Oh, hi there, Billy,” Melissa said with a glance my way.
 
   Even in that quick look at her face, I could see that her eyes were still rimmed with red and kind of swollen. I wonder if she will ever reach a point where she is okay. I remember when we first found her. She was a total basket case. In fact, we almost left her behind when we were evacuating that FEMA shelter at my high school. If it wasn’t for Teresa…I doubt that Melissa would be here now.
 
   “Getting stuff out for dinner?” I asked as I reached down and picked up the plastic container full of cans. 
 
   I noticed a variety of canned vegetables. But it was mostly those ones like the kind my mom would give away at canned food drives. I saw garbanzo beans, refried beans, string beans, lima beans…well I guess I knew what we were having for dinner. Maybe I would take the night watch. The sleeping quarters would be ripe tonight for sure.
 
   “Yeah,” both ladies said with distant voices. 
 
   I carried the tub to the counter and set it down. They didn’t even seem to notice. Maybe the doctor is right. Maybe I don’t exist on anybody’s radar. I headed back out to the main room. A few of Gabe’s people were over at a table. It looked like they were cleaning their weapons, sharpening blades, that sort of thing. I went over to a chair nearby and flopped down.
 
   “…we were going to try and make it to a real outpost,” one of the soldiers was saying. “This place is a bunch of women and kids. He can’t seriously be thinking of staying here.”
 
   “It looks like it,” another soldier said. This one was a female. She had a jaw that stuck out, and a smashed in face that made her look more masculine than most of the guys sitting around the table with her. But her eyes; they were this bright blue. Probably the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen in my life. “But maybe it won’t be so bad. These people got pretty decent security in place. You see that trench? That had to take some serious work.”
 
   “I just don’t want to be a freakin’ babysitter for the rest of my life,” one of the other men grumbled.
 
   “You wanna take your chances out there with the stiffs? Spend every night hoping you can find a place that is defensible enough to get a few hours sleep?” the female shot back. “Me, I’m ready to settle in. This place ain’t too bad…we could do worse…we almost did.”
 
   “Well if that soup is any indication, this place is running low on supplies.” This guy looked Asian. And I don’t know how he was managing it, but his head was shaved smooth. Not even the slightest bit of stubble showed.
 
   “Yeah, I was noticing that,” the female said.
 
   Well, this was boring. I got up and headed out to the porch. Looking around, I saw a Jon, Gabe, and a few other soldiers down at the far end of the parking lot. They were in a pretty deep conversation by the looks of it. Glancing around, I saw that I could actually move down the far end of the shoveled out lot and be just on the other side of a bank of snow from them.
 
   A tingle of adrenaline started churning in my belly. Of course that made me immediately have to pee. I ignored the building pressure in my bladder and went to the far end of the porch where I eventually passed outside the field of vision of Jon or the others. I went to the edge of the parking lot and started heading their way. Halfway there, I realized the flaw in my plan. Looking up, I could see the crow’s nest. Melinda was still on watch, but she just seemed to be leaning on the edge and staring out into space.
 
   I moved up until I could start to hear voices, then crept in as slow and quiet as possible. I could already tell that the conversation was a heated one.
 
   “…and this Zahn lady just let her go while you were on this run?” I hear Gabe. His smoothness is gone and I am starting to wonder if that thing he does with his voice is something that he switches to on purpose when he meets people to try and set them at ease because he is so damn huge.
 
   Then another thought hits. I realize that I have not seen Shelly since we got back. I guess I didn’t think about it because she is always kept locked away. But that room is where the so-called meeting of the adults took place. Why would Dr. Zahn let her go?
 
   “I still haven’t gotten much out of Miss Zahn,” I hear Jon say. 
 
   I realize right then that he is very good at being a great big liar. I would have to think every time I spoke to keep from calling her a doctor. The fact that he is still keeping that a secret is probably important. I just wish I could figure it out.
 
   “She let the girl go the morning after we left. So at least she was smart enough to realize that the girl could be a threat,” Jake spoke up.
 
   “Don’t seem to me like you got a real handle on this place, man,” a voice thick with what sounds like a New York accent—and by that I mean he sounds like Tony Soprano—says with what can only be anger. But then, from what I ever saw on television, people from New York are always mad…so that may just be how he talks.
 
   “I already told you, I don’t run things here,” Jon says. “We are a group. Our decisions are made as a group. We try to keep a little democracy alive.”
 
   “A lot of good that seems to have done you,” Phony Soprano snorts. “Lost all your men and got nothing left but women and children to handle your business.”
 
   “Easy, Gino,” I hear Gabe say, and I almost blow a lung trying not to laugh. The guy is a living stereotype. “These people have done pretty well for themselves. They have at least the basics covered with security. There is a ready water source, if my guess is correct on the boxes that I saw in that one corner, they at least have some of the stuff in place to put in a solar power set-up. And that trench is an engineering marvel. Your people must have been busting humps all summer long.”
 
   “Yeah, and our only shortcoming is supplies. The problem that we have is not having any way to get enough of what we need up here. We have one Snow Cat with a small flatbed trailer. It looks like a lot of food when you load it down, but we go through it much faster.” I could hear something in Jon’s voice that sounded like real concern. So the food situation was at least as bad as I imagined. Score one for the kid.
 
   “Why not hit someplace like La Grande?” Gabe asked. “According to the map I have, it isn’t that far from here. There has got to be some stuff worth plucking from there.”
 
   “First…it’s farther than it looks. Not too many transport trucks making runs these days. We have made a few trips to the edges, but we can’t get in deep,” Jon explains. “The problem has always been that it is only two or three of us on a run. Not enough to deal with what I have been seeing.”
 
   “Which is?” a female voice pipes up. It must be the blonde with the real pretty face. I say this because I know where the manly looking one is and the other female is Hispanic and has a thicker accent than little Thalia.
 
   “There are some organized groups forming down in the valley. These are not friendly types. I have seen two separate engagements between what must be rival factions…” Jon explained.
 
   This was all news to me. I had never heard anything about it being this serious. I wonder if Steve knew. I wonder if Dr. Zahn knows. It seems to me like maybe Jon is keeping secrets. Then I hear something that sinks its hooks into the part of my brain that pays attention.
 
   “…if we establish control here and take charge, then I think we can really make this place into something,” Gabe says.
 
   “I’m not sure these folks want military control over their lives,” Jon argues.
 
   “They ain’t gotta like it…they just gotta accept it,” Gabe replies. “The way I see it, they need us more than we need them. If we up and left, I’d be willing to bet we could return in six months to find this place empty.”
 
   “And that’d be a real shame,” Gino said with a tone to his voice that made the hair on my neck stand up. “Couple of those little chickens look ripe for plucking. Hell, even the pregnant one still looks nice.”
 
   “You are a pig, Carlucci,” the female voice mutters.
 
   “Yeah, Nelson?” I hear Gino retort. “Well I bet if you wasn’t getting’ the bone from Gibbs on the regular, you’d probably be itchin’ and bitchin’ yourself.”
 
   “And you know what, Carlucci, I still wouldn’t fuck you.”
 
   “Lesbian.”
 
   “Greaseball.”
 
   “Enough, you two!” Gabe snaps. “We have more pressing issues.”
 
   “I got an issue needs pressing,” Gino Carlucci mutters loud enough to be heard.
 
   “I said stow it!” I hear Gabe bark. I also hear a bit of noise like somebody getting smacked. “We have things that need to be settled…and in a hurry. I don’t want people to wonder what is up. If that watch up in the tower was paying any attention, folks would probably already be getting a bit curious.”
 
   That is all I needed to hear for now. I figure this is what the doctor sent me to find out. Besides, it also sounds like they are going to be breaking up their meeting pretty soon. I don’t want to be caught. I slipped away and headed back to the cabin.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “…but I don’t think they are going to hurt anybody,” I finished telling everything that I had heard to Dr. Zahn.
 
   She sat there for a moment with her lips pressed tight. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or just thinking.
 
   “Even the pregnant one still looks nice?” Melissa growled. Well at least I didn’t have to wonder what she thought. “I’ll pluck him!”
 
   “Just settle down,” Dr. Zahn said with that voice that you could not help but listen to. I swear, if she could have bottled that stuff and given it to parents…well, let’s just say there would have been a lot fewer problem children.
 
   “Did you hear what that scum bag said?” Melissa was apparently immune to the doctor’s voice of authority.
 
   “Yes, I did. But what I also heard was that he is simply a horny male. There are plenty of those. He is under the command of this Winters person. Not only that, but it would seem that the remainder of this group is fairly normal. It is still a bit too early to make any concrete decisions, but the initial report leads me to believe that perhaps this group will be useful.”
 
   “But what about them wanting to make us live under some sort of military rule?” I asked.
 
   “These are military men and women, Mister Haynes. It is what they know,” the doctor said. 
 
   I must have had that stupid look on my face that said I didn’t get the point that she was trying to make.
 
   “I was an officer in the United States Army, Mister Haynes.”
 
   I wonder if the light bulb actually flickered and became visible above my head. Dr. Zahn was obviously much older than any other person here. I didn’t know much about military ranks, but as old as she is, I bet she outranked all of them combined.
 
   “As for their problem with my having released the prisoner, I was not about to allow her to be executed. I had a long conversation with her and have no concerns that she will present a problem.” The doctor got up and opened the door to the office. 
 
   I guess that meant our meeting was over. I nodded to her and Melissa and exited. I turned to ask if there was anything else I should be looking for, but the door shut. I took that as ‘no’ and went to my bunk. I was pretty tired and could use a nap.
 
   I doubt my eyes were shut longer than ten minutes when a hand shook my shoulder. I opened my eyes to see Jake standing there. He had on all his gear. He also had my pack in his hand.
 
   “Get up, Haynes. Jon wants you loaded out. We are heading out in thirty minutes.”
 
   “Where to?” That seemed like a logical question.
 
   “We are making a run to the valley.”
 
   I climbed out of bed. I don’t care how long we live here, I will never get used to the cold in the air. This is not just your normal type of chill. This is a cold that cuts through your body and freezes the inside of your bones so that those first few steps feel like your insides are made of glass and all of the joints crack, break, and grind together. 
 
   Maybe I should move in to the main sleeping area with everybody else. I moved in to this room to get away from all of the couples. They might think everybody is asleep when they start bumping nasties, but we aren’t…at least I wasn’t. Nobody wants to hear that.
 
   Plus, I didn’t like waking up each morning and having to stay in my bed until certain things changed back to normal. The last thing I needed was to turn around and have Thalia or Emily staring at the tent pitched in my shorts.
 
   By the time I got dressed and made it out to the common room, Gabe, Jon, Jake, and ten of the soldiers from Gabe’s crew were all giving each other last checks. I guess things were about to get serious…and I was not going to get that nap any time soon.
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   Vignettes XXXV
 
    
 
   Caleb slipped inside the hut. Fortune was favoring him this morning. Once again the tiny shack was empty. He stepped over the mostly decomposed body sprawled in the middle of the main room and went to the shelves on the far wall. 
 
   He opened the jars one at a time, and with much more caution after that last incident with the enormous spider. Just remembering those hairy legs folding over the lip of the clay jar sent a shiver though his body that had nothing to do with the cold, damp morning air coming off the not-too-distant harbor.
 
   This jar had rice! Some of it was clumped together, but there was almost no mold. He stuffed the jar in his bag and moved down the shelf methodically. This hut was the best so far. He found some dried dates and even a jar of olives that didn’t smell too terribly bad. 
 
   Moving to the doorway, he scanned the narrow alley that passed for a road through the village. Only a couple of those damn things seemed to have taken notice of him when he slipped inside. They were making their way over in that slow, awkward manner in which they moved.
 
   Stepping out onto the porch, he progressed down the front of the house, effectively putting the crudely fashioned rail between him and the approaching undead. The rail was shabby looking, but he gave it a little shake with his hand and was not surprised to discover that it was very sturdy. The people living in this village were obviously poor, but they were wonderful craftsmen. 
 
   The first zombie made it up to the rail and swiped at Caleb with both hands. Its momentum took it over the rail where it landed in a heap. It was nothing for the boy to step in and drive his sharpened walking stick into the thing’s head.
 
   He didn’t wait for the second one to fall over and brought his weapon up to bear. He was about to drive it through the thing’s grey-green face when he heard a scream from close by. That moment of hesitation caused him to falter and his thrust went into the creature’s throat.
 
   A second cry, this one even more frantic than the first, and followed by words that he could not understand, made him hurry. He let his pack slip down his arm to the ground and he drew the long blade from his side. Stepping around the rail and into the narrow road, he gave a sidearm swing that buried his blade in the side of the zombie’s head. It toppled, bringing the walking stick with it. He would grab it when he returned, Caleb decided as he jogged to towards the source of the noise.
 
   He drew up short, not willing to risk too much to satisfy his curiosity. What he saw made him pause. The source of the screams was a young woman. She had climbed up on top of a small fishing boat that was up on blocks for some sort of work.
 
   On the ground, besides the dozen zombies that had gathered and were all straining to reach up for the frightened woman, were two large baskets. One of them was on its side, its contents spilled on the dirt.
 
   Fish. Lots of fish. Some were even flapping about, completely ignored by the zombies.
 
   The woman saw Caleb and began to wave her arms frantically. She started speaking, but her words made no sense. He was pretty sure that she was asking for help.
 
   Caleb’s eyes went to the baskets and he tried to judge whether he could dart in, grab them, and be off without getting set upon by the small cluster of zombies that were currently very focused on the woman.
 
   The woman seemed to be reading his thoughts. She began pleading in earnest and shaking her head. He studied the woman for another moment.
 
   She certainly seemed well fed. That meant that she had been taking pretty decent care of herself judging by the slim pickings he had managed to come up with while scouring the village. Plus, there was that basket of fish. Obviously she had some skills that would be useful. If he brought her back to Aaheru, perhaps the man would be pleased…if he ever woke up. It had been three days since he had chopped of the man’s arm. 
 
   Just this morning, when he had checked on this man who had claimed the title of pharaoh, the fever seemed to be gone. Caleb was struggling with his choice to care for the man. Obviously he was no god, and weren’t the ancient pharaohs supposed to be manifestations of the gods? 
 
   This man had taken them from their walled place of refuge and travelled across the desert to Alexandria. From there he had put them boats and sent them on a journey that only he seemed to want to undertake if what he had heard among the others when Aaheru was absent—usually behind the closed doors of the place where the women were kept—could be believed.
 
   When the ship had crashed, Caleb had to fight his way up from where he had been working in the engine room. He had expected to find more of his people, but what he found time and again were only what used to be his friends and fellow Egyptians.
 
   The woman on the small wooden boat yelled again. Caleb looked up with curiosity. She was no longer screaming with fear or concern; now she sounded angry. Her eyes were on him and there was a scowl on her face. She pointed to him and then to the monsters gathered around below her. She mimed hitting them in the head.
 
   Well, Caleb thought as he gauged where to attack, if nothing else, she was certainly more pleasant to look at than Aaheru. Tapping his blade on a large boulder that jutted up from the ground, Caleb began to draw some of the closer zombies to him. Darting in and out, he had taken down four by the time the woman leapt from her perch and joined in. Together, they actually made short work of those that remained.
 
   Once it was done, Caleb helped her gather her fish into her basket. She started towards a grove in the opposite direction of the castle. Caleb tugged on her arm and pointed to the castle. She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. She glanced back towards the grove and then pointed.
 
   Why would she want to go that way? Caleb thought. He did not see much that looked like it would provide protection from the walking dead. And while his castle had some open areas, he had managed to find a single room that had no windows and only one door. It also had a fireplace big enough for him to stand in if he wanted. They had been plenty warm the past few nights.
 
   Caleb pointed again to the castle. The woman seemed to consider it for a moment. Finally she held up one finger. And then pointed back towards the direction she had initially started. She pointed, held up one finger and then pointed to the castle. Of course she was also talking the entire time, but none of that made any sense to Caleb. All he could do was guess that she wanted him to see her place first, and then they would go to the castle. That seemed fair enough. 
 
   Caleb decided that Aaheru could wait a little longer. He shrugged and nodded his head. After picking up one of the baskets—which seemed extraordinarily heavy to him—if she had been carrying both, then he was certainly impressed—he filed in beside the woman. 
 
   After passing through a large grove of trees, they came to a clearing. It was what he saw on the other side that made his jaw drop. He glanced up at the woman. She nodded and smiled. Perhaps the castle was not the best choice after all, he thought as he followed the woman across the open and level field.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “The house is at the top of that hill,” Juan whispered and pointed. 
 
   The two had beached the boat and had to immediately deal with a few roaming deaders that came out from the partially burned down lumber yard. Each of them had a heavy crossbow, an axe, a machete, and then an assortment of various small knives that dangled from their belt.
 
   They had decided to at least swing by and check on Frank and Donna before going to the hospital. Juan had not been too difficult to convince. He knew there were supplies that could be obtained at that community. He was not as sure about making a run on a hospital with just the two of them.
 
   “You went up that?” April pointed to the steep hill just across the railroad tracks from where they were crouched in the bushes.
 
   “It was a bitch going up,” Juan sighed in remembrance, “but the alternative would be to head up that access road and then walk through the neighborhood.”
 
   “I thought you jacked a truck or something.”
 
   “I did…it’s gone.” 
 
   That was another thing that had him a bit on edge. Who exactly had taken the truck that he had used to bring all the supplies from that gated community? If it was Frank and Donna, that would be one thing. Only he didn’t see that as likely. Why would they come all the way down here for that truck? There were plenty of other vehicles around the community. 
 
   “Well, big guy, as they say…after you. Age before beauty.” April smiled and gave Juan a slight nudge.
 
   “They also say ladies first,” Juan reminded. 
 
   With that, he turned, scanned the area and then took off across the open ground. He would be completely exposed for almost two hundred yards. There was no way around it. The first time, he hadn’t even really given it any thought. However, with the fact that the truck was gone, plus the fact that he had certainly not left Frank and Donna on friendly terms, his apprehension was considerable.
 
   Halfway across, he heard something clang off to his left. That single sound was followed by a series of rapid, heavy metallic clicks. His head turned and he skidded to a halt. A huge roll-up door on one of the warehouses on the edge of the lumber yard was rolling up.
 
   He shot a glance back the way he’d come. April had done as they agreed; she had stayed put. The plan was for him to cross and then for her to follow. His eyes came back to the gaping black rectangle that was the entrance to the warehouse. From deep within, a twin set of lights came on—obviously headlights. The low rumble of an engine sounded…seconds later, the truck he’d abandoned came rolling out.
 
   Juan looked around. For just a moment, he considered making a run for it. The only problem was that he was smack dab in the middle of a huge open space. He had always laughed when people tried to outrun a vehicle in the movies or on television. The only person he gave any chance to would have been that Olympic runner, Usain Bolt. And he would only last for about a hundred yards or so. If there was somebody on the opposite end of the sprinter’s scale, Juan was pretty sure that it was him. He hated running. He did it out of necessity. Running here and now would do nothing but make him tired. If he stood his ground, then maybe he would have a fighting chance if these people got out of the truck.
 
   The big vehicle rolled forward and closed half the distance between them before stopping. After a rev of the engine, the driver shut it off. It was still too far away for Juan to get a good look at the driver. To make matters worse, the sun had chosen this moment to come out and was currently in his eyes.
 
   The passenger door opened and somebody climbed out. They were obviously being cautious and the person ducked down and stuck his head back in the cab for a moment before coming back out.
 
   “You that guy from the island?” the person called.
 
   Juan considered the possibilities. For one, there was certainly more than one island in the Willamette River. Still, he and his people had left a few people that they met along the way who had declined to join them at the time. They had always been cognizant of other groups of survivors in and around the area. They had gone to some length not to make enemies.
 
   “If you mean Sauvie, then yeah,” Juan finally answered. He decided that if they were in fact considering some sort of raid on his group, they would find it a much tougher nut to crack than most. “And who are you?”
 
   “It’s me…Kip Jones,” the voice called back.
 
   Juan could tell that the person was implying that they knew each other. The thing was, Juan was terrible at names. If this was some guy he knew from jail or the streets, then this meeting could still go either way.
 
   “It’s one of the kids!” April called.
 
   Juan’s head spun just a bit faster than his body. Sure enough, April was walking up just as casual as you please. She didn’t even have a weapon drawn.
 
   “One of those kids you brought back…with Frank. Probably one of the boys who went looking for Donna,” April said.
 
   “We saw you just as you were pulling away,” Kip said with obvious relief in his voice. “And, man, am I glad you came back.”
 
   “So what were you doing in that warehouse?” Juan asked.
 
   “Hiding.” Kip had a look on his face like he could not actually believe that was a question. “We tried to find Donna, but didn’t have any luck.”
 
   Juan felt his stomach clench a bit. He glanced at April who shrugged and nodded like she could read his mind. He knew she really couldn’t, but he took that as the go ahead to ask the question swirling around in his brain pan.
 
   “Did you go up and check at her house?”
 
   Kip nodded, and then the driver side door opened and another young man stepped out. He was a bit on the heavy side which Juan found amusing considering the overall lack of food it was likely that these two had managed to find in that area. When he stood beside Kip, he was almost a head taller, which Juan guessed put him at about just over six feet tall. His skin was a rich, dark hue, but he was not African-American. Juan wasn’t exactly sure what his origin might be…at least until he spoke.
 
   “The corpses have the whole place overrun. Her house looks like it got hit pretty hard. A lot of those things are milling about in her yard and can be seen in the windows. We thought we heard something, but there was no way to get close,” the second boy said with a thick Middle Eastern accent.
 
   Juan had no idea which of those countries the kid might come from, but he had seen enough movies to at least recognize that it was certainly from that general area where all the wars happened. He considered what they told him and shot another look at April. This time she just stared back with a blank expression. That meant it was all up to him. He really would like to clean that place out. There was so much there that it was tough to pass up on. And maybe he didn’t need to hit the hospital after all.
 
   What the hell, he thought, it can’t hurt to look, right?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So do we just leave him?” Chad asked.
 
   After seeing Brett seemingly taken prisoner, the three of them had made for the foothills and the small town of La Grange. The going was a bit tougher than they had anticipated. A lot of the road was either covered with dirt and sand or just plain washed away.
 
   When they began to notice a few buildings spread out over the area, they slowed and started trying to seek shelter from the storm that was now close enough that they could smell the electric tang of ozone in the air. 
 
   At the top of a small hill that appeared to offer a good view of the surrounding area sat an old white church. After ensuring that it was empty and not holding any surprises, they ducked inside. It proved to be just in time. The rain came so hard that they had to almost shout to be heard even though they sat huddled together.
 
   “I think he got himself in over his head,” Scott said. “He started acting all strange when we made this choice. It was like he suddenly felt he was running things.”
 
   “I admit he was acting weird,” Chad agreed. “But he was still one of us. He didn’t just stop. We have been through a lot together. Too much to just abandon him.”
 
   “I think he just wanted you guys to see that he could do stuff, too,” Ronni said.
 
   Scott and Chad exchanged glances. After some raised eyebrows and shrugs, Chad turned to his daughter. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Every time something happened, it was one of you two making the decision for everybody. Back at the camp, you were the one who had us all leave after the soldiers abandoned it. It was you two who took us to Yosemite and then when everything bad started there, Scott was the one who took charge of getting you free, and then you two decided that we should leave that place. Brett just always went where you told him.”
 
   Chad scratched his head. That might account for some of it, but had he really just been ordering Brett around this whole time? They had been friends for years…much longer than he knew Scott. But when he replayed things in his mind, it did always seem to be him and Scott making the moves.
 
   “That still doesn’t give him the right to act like a dick,” Scott grumbled.
 
   “Maybe not,” Chad said. “But we are still a group. We are all each other have. I say we have to at least try and figure out a way to see if we can get him out of there.”
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments as a particularly loud crack of thunder shook their tiny refuge, sending dust sprinkling down from the rafters. Another bright flash that seemed to come from right outside lit up the interior of the church, quickly followed by an explosive boom that caused one of the few remaining windows to crack and then fall in a cascade of glass.
 
   Ronni let out a little shriek, and even Chad and Scott jumped. The storm was in full fury now as the rain sounded like it might be able to hammer its way through the roof. Outside, the water was falling in big droplets that struck the ground so hard that they created a mist that rose about two feet.
 
   “We got in just in time,” Chad said, most of his statement cut off by still another peal of thunder that reverberated through the open church.
 
   Wind and rain poured in through the open windows—even the ones facing away from the storm, such was its wrath. A gust of wind pressurized the building in an instant and blew the front door open. Chad jumped up and rushed to close it. He had to struggle against the wind, and just as he pulled it shut, he caught a glimpse of a few dark figures moving their direction. He hurried back to Scott and Ronni, his weapon drawn along the way letting them know trouble was coming.
 
   “Spread out,” Chad yelled over the storm. “We have this altar and the railing here to help give a buffer. Draw them in and see if we can stack the bodies to give us even more protection.”
 
   They set up, Chad on one side, Scott on one side, and Ronni behind the altar. The door shook in its frame. Of course, with the storm, it was impossible to tell what the source could be. 
 
   When the doors flew open, they all prepared themselves for the fight; each subconsciously gripping and re-gripping the handle of their weapon. A handful of dark-cloaked figures stumbled in and sort of poured around the entrance.
 
   One of the figures rose up and tossed back the hood of its cloak. All three expected to see another of the zombies. None of their minds had managed to catch up enough yet to see the discrepancy in a zombie throwing back a hood. That is why all three staggered back when the zombie spoke.
 
   “You must be Chad.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So what is the deal with the mask?” Vix asked.
 
   The figure standing over her cocked his head to the side like he was confused. He seemed to shake himself out of it and thrust his weapon forward once again.
 
   “I said for you to get your hands up,” the man growled.
 
   “Listen, I am sure that you might be able to fool some folks,” she glanced over at Gemma who had her hands thrust to the sky, “but I had a nephew who had the same toy. Nice touch painting it, though. It hides the bright orange tip. But unless you plan to kill me by annoying me with the hideous noise that thing makes…”
 
   Vix climbed to her feet and slapped the “weapon” away. Stepping past the man like he was not even there, she took in the surroundings. The courtyard was large and open with grass that had gotten over knee-high and all but strangled off the flowers that had been carefully planted to border the walkway.
 
   “Hey, you can’t just go walking around here,” the man said, hurrying back around to get in front of Vix.
 
   “Listen, we have been on the road for days. The rain is coming and I would like to get inside before it soaks me. We aren’t staying long, just long enough to avoid this little storm and let those zeds find something new to get interested in, then we will be gone.”
 
   With that, Vix brushed the man aside and continued for the door of the church. Gemma hurried to catch up, giving their masked “captor” a dirty look as she passed.
 
   “Shame on you for pulling a gun on a pair of ladies,” she huffed.
 
   As they reached for the door of the church, the man shoved past and placed himself firmly between them and the door. The toy gun had been replaced by a knife.
 
   “You can’t just go barge in there,” the man insisted.
 
   “You hiding something?” Vix stepped back. Her hands drifted down to the assortment of weapons hanging from her belt.
 
   “You can’t just go barging in to somebody’s home…err…” he seemed to be momentarily tongue-tied.
 
   “You live in the church?” Gemma asked. “I could see hiding in one for a while, but I would never feel comfortable staying in one for too long. It would be like God was always looking over my shoulder. I would be in the confession booth every single time I said a bad word.”
 
   “Look, whoever you are, we just want in out of the rain for a while. We are not staying. But…we are coming in and staying here for a while. You can either get out of the way, or use that thing.” She nodded to the blade.
 
   The man looked down as if he had forgotten he was even holding it and hastily stuffed it back in its pouch at his side. His head dropped and his shoulders slumped. Vix gave an inner sigh of relief. She had not figured him for the cold-blooded killer type. But these days it was getting hard to tell.
 
   “And take that silly mask off,” she added. “You can’t catch the zombie infection by breathing it.”
 
   “No,” the man reached up and pulled the mask away revealing a face that was losing the war with acne…and he was perhaps fourteen…maybe, “but the mask has eye protection.”
 
   “Does your mom know you’re here?” Gemma snorted, trying her best to hold back a laugh.
 
   The young man’s face cracked a little around the edges. “She died a few months ago,” he mumbled. “In fact, everybody is gone now but me.”
 
   Gemma’s face went immediately from a smile to a look of sorrow. “I’m sorry. I just—”
 
   “The stupid cow opens her mouth without thinking more often than not,” Vix interrupted. “Look…” she left that word hanging, inviting him to give his name.
 
   “Harold Wentz, mum” the boy said with a slight bow.
 
   After formal introductions were finished and Vix told him to never call her ‘mum’ again, she returned to the issue at hand as she saw it which was to get inside before this rain came. She was sick of being cold and wet.
 
   “So can we get inside now, Harold?” Vix made for the door. Once again, he stepped in front of her. However, now that she could see his face, she saw the flush.
 
   “I…umm…” the boy stammered and sputtered.
 
   “Do you need a moment to…” Vix paused to consider the words she should use, “…clean up a bit before inviting in company?”
 
   “Yes please,” Harold said.
 
   Vix nodded and Harold opened the door enough so he could slip inside. The door shut and Vix turned to look back at the grounds, paying close attention to the area around the gate. It looked like it had been fortified in a matter of speaking. A car was parked up against it on their side of the wall.
 
   “Why does he need to clean up for us to come in?” Gemma asked, the confusion obvious in her voice.
 
   “Could be anything,” Vix said with a tired shrug. “Most likely…” she glanced over her shoulder and dropped her voice to a whisper, “considering his age, I imagine it is porn.”
 
   “Gross!” Gemma squealed and made a face.
 
   Eventually, the door opened. To his credit, Harold had removed his makeshift body armor and looked to have run a comb through his hair. He ushered them in with a bit of a flourish and showed them to one of the pews that was decked out with overstuffed cushions.
 
   The three engaged in small talk for a while. Eventually, Harold asked the question Vix was waiting for.
 
   “So, what brings you here to London?”
 
   “She won’t say,” Gemma spoke before Vix had a chance to open her mouth. 
 
   “Actually,” Vix shot a glare at the girl who was by now either oblivious to it, or really good at ignoring them due to their frequency, “I am here to find something that I think is worth the risk.”
 
   “Wow,” Harold sighed, “the only thing I could think of that might be worth risking yourself like that for would be the Arthurian and Medieval display that was going to be shown at museum before all this zombie nonsense began.”
 
   Vix shot Harold a look of incredulity. The boy stared back for a moment…and then a huge smile bloomed on his pimple-littered face.
 
   “Please take me with you,” Harold begged.
 
   Gemma had heard everything that was said. She looked first from Vix and then to Harold. The two were grinning like idiots. Once again, she had the feeling that she was missing something.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow we are making a run east to the outskirts of Jonesboro,” George sat at a table across from Jody and Danny. “There are some housing projects on the outskirts. We still have a few months before we can get our gardens up and running. We are doing okay, but food is still something that we are concerned about.”
 
   “What are you doing for water?” Jody asked.
 
   “The nearby stream to the west,” George said. We have to haul it in a wagon, but we got a good pump and the six tanks hold four hundred gallons each. It is an all-day evolution, but we have a water tower here that we are using, so fortunately we only have to do that weekly.”
 
   “Any way to run a line from the stream to the town?” Danny asked.
 
   “Over two miles?” George laughed. “Not likely. Hell, we’re just fortunate that we have it as close as it is. Heard reports that some of the cities in the Southwest like Phoenix, Vegas…even LA, the population was dying faster from lack of water than they were zombies.”
 
   Jody had heard some of those stories. Of course he had also heard tales of power plant meltdowns in the eastern part of the United States, subway flooding in New York and, if rumors could be believed, the reclamation of the city of New Orleans by the ocean. Considering that the media was under a tight choke hold for almost as long as they managed to stay on the air—his unit had actually been stationed at a local television network for a few days until the grid dropped and it no longer mattered—he wondered how anybody really knew anything beyond what they could see with their own eyes. 
 
   “Well, I just wonder how long you can go if the town ever gets surrounded and has to lock itself down,” Jody said as he took a closer look at the map George had spread out on the table.
 
   “If we ration, the estimates have it at almost a month.”
 
   “And is that estimate made based on a full tower?” Jody asked.
 
   George was silent, confirming what Jody already knew. He glanced at Danny who seemed more interested in the tattered Playboy he had managed to find.
 
   “You have some heavy equipment around here.” Jody spun the map so that George could see it the way he was looking at it. “I propose that, instead of making this Band-Aid run to Jonesboro, we start on a canal.” He traced a line with his finger from the stream to their location.
 
   “We were thinking that over. Most folks figured we would wait until winter was behind us. That is some pretty miserable work,” George said.
 
   “So you plan on using picks and shovels?” Jody asked.
 
   “Hell no!” George laughed. “We got some pretty heavy duty equipment over at the MorSoy facility. Not to mention what we can find around some of these farms.”
 
   “Which is why I think we should move now,” Jody said. “The diesel will probably last a little while longer if we are lucky. It might already be bad. Fuel has a shelf life, George.”
 
   The big man sat back in his chair nodding and running his index finger along the scar on his face. He looked over to the men who had continued to sit silent during the meeting.
 
   “You heard the man,” George barked. “Start filling tanks…crank the engines and see what we have. This job starts first thing in the morning.”
 
   All the men started to get up with the exception of one. Jody could already tell that this was going to be the voice of opposition.
 
   “I just got one question,” the man said with a flick of his eyes that held Jody’s for just a second before returning to George and then scanning the other men who were in the process of standing. “Who made you leader?”
 
   At first Jody thought that comment was directed at him. However, he followed the man’s gaze straight to George. To his credit, the much larger man seemed to take the query in stride. He stood, which prompted the other men to resume doing the same.
 
   “Remar, we have been through this…I am not anybody’s leader. I am open to ideas from everybody. We make these choices as a group with the hopes that we will be able to survive this nightmare.”
 
   “So when do we vote?” Remar pressed. “I just heard an idea tossed out that we actually did vote on…the run to Jonesboro. In its place, we got a job that we agreed would be best put off until the weather clears just a bit.”
 
   “And none of us took into account that our fuel would possibly be bad by then. So, unless you are excited about digging this ditch by hand…” George let the challenge hang for just a few seconds. “Didn’t think so. Now, if there are no more questions, we got work to do.”
 
   Jody got up and followed George. Of course Remar decided that he needed to stand in the doorway. Jody came nose-to-nose with the man and raised his eyebrows in what he hoped came across as more of a “do you mind?” than a “you wanna do something about it?” look.
 
   Remar stepped aside, but he grumbled something as the soldier passed. Jody ignored it and instead called out, “You coming, Danny?”
 
   “Huh?” was all he heard his friend mutter. 
 
   Looking up, Danny saw the room vacant and Jody’s back disappearing down the hallway. He rolled the magazine and shoved it in his back pocket. Tonight was his designated shower night—this town was worse than the Army when it came to scheduling a person’s routine—but at least now he had something to look forward to beyond the hot water.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Major Beers backed up the stairs. Darkness was coming quick and she had no idea how many of her people—if any—still remained alive. Their attempt to keep the zombies from crossing the bridges had failed on both fronts. The railroad bridge never did get blown, and the vehicles that they used to clog the other only slowed the flow for about half an hour. The bodies that were smashed against that barricade eventually became a ramp for those behind them.
 
   As far as she knew, any remaining ammunition that they possessed was gone in the first ten minutes. At least that was when she stopped hearing any more gunfire. It was very possible that she was the owner of the very last bullet; and she would be damned if it would be wasted on a walking corpse. Nope, that bullet was all hers.
 
   “There is a conveyer somewhere up ahead through one of those doors.” The voice of Suzi McFarlane made the major jump. She was thankful for the dark. She’d shown enough weakness in the presence of what had been her army.
 
   “And that would mean what?” Major Wanda Beers asked, doing her best to sound like she was still in charge. 
 
   She had no idea exactly what of, but she still had to command as long as one “soldier” remained. It did not matter that the soldier in question was a civilian that she had just conscripted.
 
   “We can cross over to the other building. That will take us to the rear of this facility. From there, if we can find an opening, it would just be a matter of making it to the woods beyond,” Suzi explained.
 
   “You have a pretty good knowledge of this place…were you a local?” 
 
   “No, ma’am, but I made a few patrols on foot. One thing I have learned is to always know your surroundings. When those things show up, if you are only familiar with the front and back door, and those happen to be clogged…then that is it for you.”
 
   Major Beers was coming to like this young lady. She was tough, resourceful, and left nothing to chance. Just maybe they would survive this ordeal.
 
   “Lead the way, McFarlane,” Major Beers stepped aside and allowed the Suzi to pass.
 
   Together they wound through open bays of all sorts of machinery, small offices, and monitoring stations. They had travelled in relative darkness for quite a while, so when they reached the first open area, the two were momentarily frozen. They looked at each other and then both broke out laughing.
 
   “You are filthy!” Major Beers exclaimed.
 
   “And you would be drummed out of the service for racial insensitivity,” Suzi quipped.
 
   Both women were filthy with coal dust. And the fact that both were soaked with perspiration from the non-stop fighting, running, and climbing that they had been involved in for the past few hours only gave them a more atrocious appearance.
 
   “Guess this wasn’t a clean coal power plant,” Suzi chuckled as they went through a door that opened to a room full of machinery.
 
   “Like there ever was such a thing,” Major Beers scoffed. 
 
   Together, the stepped out on to the catwalk that crisscrossed the enormous open room. They were halfway across when noise erupted below. Both looked down in time to see a handful of people running across the room. On their heels was a swarm of undead. They were only feet away from a mechanism that would drop a sectioned ladder that would reach the floor fifty feet below. The pair made eye contact for a second and then went back to silently observing the scene.
 
   The living ran with what looked like complete randomness. They would turn down one opening that led between some of the giant metal beasts that once burned hot and belched mercury-laden smoke into the air. Sometimes they would have to backtrack. It was through those maneuvers that there number continued to dwindle. Eventually, the last scream died out.
 
   Major Wanda Beers gave Suzi a nod, urging her to continue on to their destination. Making every effort to be as quiet as possible, they made their way to the far end of the huge room. Once there, they were faced with a heavy steel door.
 
   “We can either sit here for a while and see if they wander off, or we can open it and probably make enough noise to bring a lot of attention our way,” Suzi whispered.
 
   “And the conveyer is on the other side of this door?” Major Beers asked. She continued to watch below. A few of the ones set upon by the zombies apparently had enough left for them to get back up. A handful of uniformed figures could now be seen milling about with the others.
 
   “Yeah, but when I came through here, I noticed that the dogging levers make a heck of a racket when you lift them to open the door…and the hinges on the door are even worse. I was going to get up here and oil them, but just never got around to it.”
 
   The major decided that now was not the time to question Ms. McFarlane about her exploits. She was thankful that the woman had obviously been resourceful and actively thinking through possible scenarios, however, she was not sure that she liked being kept in the dark. A subordinate is supposed to make reports to their senior officers with pertinent information. This certainly qualified. 
 
   “Let’s see if they leave,” the major sighed and settled in. 
 
   Quite honestly, she needed some time to just catch her breath. They had been on the move all day and the fatigue was starting to overwhelm the effects of adrenaline. Not only that, but she needed to consider her next move.
 
   Escaping would be pointless if she did not have a plan. And then she had to evaluate the only person left from her little army to survive. There was a lot to like about Ms. McFarlane. However, the woman was not military. And this recent revelation had her wondering about what degree of loyalty she could expect in the future.
 
   You’re being paranoid, Wanda, a tiny voice whispered in her head.
 
   No, she countered, I’m being careful.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   14
 
    
 
   Don’t Mess With A Geek (Girl)
 
    
 
   “Incoming!” somebody shouted.
 
   Aleah spun on her heels in time to see what she had to assume were the group of survivors sprinting for them at a dead run. Even in that quick first glimpse she could tell that a couple of them were bitten. One was holding his or her arm close to the body. The other, the one bringing up the rear, was already staggering. 
 
   As Aleah watched, that one person slowed and fell to her knees. Aleah was assuming it was a her by the long hair pulled back in a ponytail that became visible when the hood of her jacket fell back.
 
   A pack of zombies came around the corner just a moment later. A guess put the numbers at around fifty or so. Aleah knew what was coming. They converged on the lone figure and fell on it. There was only one scream, but it was cut off quick.
 
   “Everybody take positions in the front,” Sergeant Seiber ordered. She shot a look at Aleah and added in a tone just meant for her to hear. “We aren’t done with this.”
 
   “Not by a long shot,” Aleah retorted. She unslung her crossbow and moved in next to one of the soldiers, not bothering to even glance at who it might be. She wanted to put this little event behind her first, and she was not counting on any support. After all, they had made it a point since this mission began to let her know she was the outsider. She was the civilian, and therefore, somehow lesser in their eyes.
 
   The group down below were coming straight for them at an all-out sprint. Not one of them had even glanced back when one of their own went down. That was something worth noting in Aleah’s mind.
 
   “Stop where you are!” the sergeant yelled as they reached the bottom of the stairs.
 
   A few of them skidded to a halt, but at least ten were still coming. Aleah distinctly recalled seeing at least twice as many of them when they first came through. Had they suffered that big of a loss at the hospital? The ones coming up the stairs continued to do so until the first bolt from a crossbow—Aleah couldn’t see who fired it from her position—caught the lead person in the chest. The body stopped like it had struck an invisible wall, tottered for a second and then fell back. Two more bolts followed, each striking a different target.
 
   The ones that had been charging up the stairs made a hasty retreat, the bodies of their friends acting as a bit of a shield. Aleah had just a second or two to actually admire the fact that the soldiers did not waste a shot. They no longer had a clear one, and so held their fire.
 
   The people who had stopped made for the overhang of the upper floor walkway. The sounds of crashing made it clear that they had burst in to one of the apartments below. That was only one problem solved, however.
 
   The small herd had finished with the fallen woman leaving almost nothing but a huge red stain on the snow. At least they weren’t adding to their ranks, Aleah thought. Still, something was bothering her about this group below. Of course, at first she had been annoyed that the sergeant had been so dismissive. But how had they lost half their group so quick? Plus, she had only heard a couple of screams. Things were not adding up.
 
   Bringing up her binoculars, she scanned the area. She had no idea what she was looking for, but something was really starting to gnaw at her.
 
   There! She tweaked the focus just a bit and took a closer look. If that was what she thought it was…
 
   Aleah sprung to her feet and ran to the back bedroom. She ignored the shouts from the sergeant. If she was wrong, she would simply look like the idiot that they apparently believed her to be; but if she was right…
 
   Aleah crouched down and moved to the side of the bedroom window. She tried to stay as concealed as possible as she risked a peek. Five dark figures were running in a crouch from behind a snow-covered lump that vaguely resembled a vehicle.
 
   Bringing her heavy crossbow up, she sighted in on the closest figure. It was moving very slowly across the last large open space between the street and the open back lot behind the complex. The figure was moving with caution, but it was obvious that there was some degree of confidence. After all, they had not been spotted as of yet—as far as they knew.
 
   The twang and hiss sounded loud to Aleah, but the individuals making an attempt to sneak up on them obviously never heard a thing until the bolt slammed into the torso of the person leading the would-be assault.
 
   There was a bit of a yelp, but the person stood up straight for just a second and then fell back. The bolt could be seen sticking up very clearly. Already, Aleah was reloading. She had the second person in her sights as they were still busy looking around frantically for the source of the death of one of their comrades. Aleah fired just as the little group obviously decided to make for cover. Her target took the bolt in the back and went skidding face down in the snow.
 
   A loud commotion sounded from out front and Aleah heard the sergeant giving orders. Satisfied that she had at least slowed this attack down without them actually getting a look at her, she hurried back to the front. Everybody was either in the process of firing or reloading. Apparently the ones from below had decided to make another attempt. This one was even more disastrous for the assailants.
 
   Catie had dropped back and retrieved one of the packs. Aleah watched as she produced a jar. The scratching sound of the flywheel preceded the spark from a Zippo lighter. The long strip of cloth ignited with a greenish-blue flame. Catie scrambled forward and waited just a second before popping up and hurling the incendiary device. 
 
   Aleah heard the shatter of glass and a ‘whomp’ that was quickly followed by screams. Aleah made it to the window just in time to see several figures bounding away through the litter of zombies strewn about. Only a few undead remained and they were turning to follow the ones running away.
 
   “Everybody stand down but stay sharp,” Sergeant Seiber whispered. Obviously she thought there might still be some below. “As for you,” her head popped up and her eyes locked on to Aleah, “that is why you aren’t one of us. The moment it got hot, you ran for cover!”
 
   “Is that right?” Aleah smirked. “Why don’t you follow me?”
 
   “We gonna finish that foolish attempt you were about to make just before those raiders showed up and saved you from the beat down of your life?” The sergeant rose to her feet and set her crossbow down.
 
   “Just shut up and follow me,” Aleah shot back.
 
   She realized that there was probably a better way to deal with this situation, but she had taken about all the crap she was willing to take from this woman. She turned and headed back into the bedroom, not bothering to look over her shoulder to see if the sergeant was following. Of course the cheap construction of the apartment complex told her the answer with the squeaks and groans from the floor that accompanied the sergeant’s progress.
 
   Aleah peeked out the window and was pleased to see that both bodies were still right where they fell to her crossbow. Also, there was no sign of the ones who had run for cover. 
 
   With a smile, she stepped aside and ushered the sergeant forward to take a look. The woman cupped her hands over her eyes to block some of the glare and just stood there silent for what seemed to Aleah like a much longer time than was needed.
 
   “How did you know?” the sergeant finally asked.
 
   “For one, there were way more of them when we first saw the group. The amount of screaming we heard did not match with what was coming at us. I got a closer look at that one member of their group that fell as they were coming. One of the problems that I was having was that nobody even looked back when she went down.” 
 
   Aleah paused for a second. The sergeant was looking at her as if she had suddenly sprouted a second head. You really underestimated me, didn’t you? she thought with a sense of smug satisfaction. Before resuming, she indicated with her head that the sergeant should follow her. Without waiting to see if the stern-faced woman did or did not, Aleah headed back out to the living room and out to the walkway landing.
 
   “Take a look at what is left of the one that didn’t make it,” Aleah said, handing her binoculars to the sergeant.
 
   “You have got to be kidding,” the woman breathed.
 
   “They had her cuffed and manacled. I imagine they had her gagged as well which is probably why we only heard that one little scream at the end.”
 
   Aleah looked around to discover that everybody was now giving her the same look of incredulity. They were shooting glances back and forth to one another and eyebrows were raised. She looked over and was a little disappointed to see that same expression on Catie’s face. For some reason, she just thought that the two of them had made some sort of connection. She knew right then that, no matter what might be said or done, she would always be thought of as less than these women.
 
   “And you figured all of this out…” Sergeant Seiber left the statement hanging in the air as an obvious question.
 
   “Well…” Aleah had only a second or two to decide which direction she wanted to go with her answer. In the end, she decided that these people could kiss her ass. “As for how I figured it out, I did some training of my own under somebody much more qualified in these matters. I wouldn’t feel right just giving up his secrets without him being consulted. The fact remains, you have been calling me a NUB since we headed out. That is apparently an acronym for Non-Useful Body. I think we can put that to rest. And as for you, Miss Seiber,” Aleah intentionally left off using her military title, “you think that just because you wear that uniform that you have the market cornered on kicking somebody’s butt? I got news for you, I was just starting, but I was training to be a cage fighter. I may have a few surprises for you if you want to push my buttons.”
 
   Another look around at her travel companions revealed a wide variety of expressions. Some seemed annoyed, others dubious, but that look of her being something to dismiss was gone. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.
 
   “So, if we are done here, I think it best that we move out just on the off chance that those guys were scouts for a larger group.” Aleah went over to Angel and began to rouse her.
 
   It took a few minutes, but eventually they were all ready to move out. It came as little surprise—at least to Aleah—when they discovered a girl in her late teens pinned to the wall just inside the apartment below them. Her tongue had obviously been cut out some time ago, but there was a nasty bite on one arm. The body squirmed and writhed, reaching for them as they went past, but the sword used was keeping her from being anything more threatening than a high-priced animatronic.
 
   Aleah was bringing up the rear with Angel and Catie. She shifted just enough on the way by to drive the bolt she had just retrieved from one of the dead into the left eye socket. It took them a while, and more than once they saw signs of the raiders’ retreat as they moved out of town.
 
   “So why would they tell us about the herds?” Catie finally asked as they took a break in some trees near the Licking River allowing everybody to catch their breath.
 
   “Who knows,” Aleah said with a shrug. “Maybe they were trying to seem friendly to draw us out. You never know anymore. People that you would have never given a second look to a year ago when the world was normal turn out to be a brand of evil that we never imagined or morph into saviors of the world.”
 
   “I sure have had my fill of that first kind,” Catie sighed. 
 
   “Has it really been that bad?” Aleah asked.
 
   She had seen a few things along the way, but most of her time had been spent with Kevin and his people. She had heard of the horrors that Heather endured, but surely that had to be the rare exception.
 
   “At first I guess it was like any other disaster,” Catie said. 
 
   Aleah settled in. She could already tell that this was going to be a lengthy bit of talking. Catie’s eyes had already taken on a faraway quality and it was clear that she was letting her mind drift back.
 
   “You had some folks helping each other…and you had the people that were looting and doing all that stupid crap that people do when they know that the authorities have their hands full. But the problem this time was that the people out there responding to emergency calls and being brought in to hospitals to cover the overflow were becoming casualties. Those first ten days, it is estimated that we lost over half of our police, fire, and medical personnel to the infection.”
 
   “I remember the news but it just did not seem real,” Aleah said with a trace of sadness creeping into her voice. “And then there were all those people from the government coming on and saying that it was being overblown.”
 
   “Yeah, meanwhile we had the recall of damn near anybody with military experience taking place. We were actually being sent into neighborhoods to pick up people. We were escorting busloads of people into the nearest military processing center.
 
   “But when everything went offline, when the television and radio went off and it was clear that we were losing, people deserted en masse. It was not uncommon to show up at morning muster and find twenty percent of the people gone. Then things just started going from bad to worse. Women started coming up missing from our regiment. At first we were chalking it up to desertion, then Willa uncovered a ring of soldiers…all men of course. They were brokering deals with this civilian militia that was holed up in that giant building that looks like a picnic basket.”
 
   “Shaw?” Aleah was stunned to hear how full-circle some things seemed to come.
 
   “I never got the names of anybody,” Catie admitted. “But it was right around then that Willa basically mobilized every single female soldier she could get to and late one night, she led an attack on our own. From that point on, we have been sort of out in the breeze. We have met some real scum out there. And it just seems that you start to forget about the decent folks after a while.”
 
   The two sat in silence for the rest of the break. Aleah just wanted to get back to the camp and see what could be done for Kevin. As soon as he was able, she wanted to be away from these people. She longed for the days when it was just their small group. As crazy as the whole thing seemed, she felt that their best chance was not with this large group, but rather just their small one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Heather stepped out of the RV. After a long talk with a few of the soldiers, she had to see Kevin. If she just sat and did nothing, she would never forgive herself. And if he ever found out that she knew but said nothing…he would never forgive her either.
 
   Colonel Shipley’s words were still ringing in her ears. She knew on a certain level that what the colonel said was right, but that was only if you could live with this new and harsh reality. It was unlikely that Kevin would accept this situation with anything other than anger.
 
   She had been summoned to the colonel’s tent just before dawn this morning. It didn’t take a genius to have an inkling as to what the reason might be. A few hours prior, this place had been buzzing with activity as everybody was busy fighting off the herd of zombies that had come their way. That in and of itself was part of the world that they lived in; however, there was little doubt that it had been Valarie who brought them. 
 
   Sometime during the night she had managed to slip from her restraints and get out into the compound. Her screaming had awakened damn near most of the camp. That was the best result; unfortunately, it also attracted the attention of a herd (or caused the assembling of one) numbering a couple hundred.
 
   When they had finished off the last of the walkers and started the bonfire, the colonel has sought Heather directly and asked to speak with her in private.
 
   “I understand that Mr. Dreon has an attachment to the girl,” the colonel said as she took her seat behind the heavy wooden desk. “However, I cannot continue to jeopardize my people all because of this one individual. I have heard all that you each shared, and I have to say that the scales are heavily tipped in an unfavorable way. This girl is indirectly responsible for the deaths of one of my most trusted soldiers, your own doctor—a rarity that cannot be easily replaced these days—as well as your young friend, that little girl’s sister…the singer…Shari I think was her name? Not to mention it is quite possible that your encounter with Major Beers can be tied to her as well.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Heather knew what was coming. The problem was that she harbored some of the same feelings. She needed to hear it from others so that she did not feel so incredibly awful.
 
   “I am saying that this one person cannot continue to remain here and endanger the lives of everybody around her. The world is not a place where people with severe conditions such as hers are going to be able to receive the care that they require. It is harsh, but it is a reality,” the colonel said with a very calm and matter-of-fact tone.
 
   “So why are you calling me here?” Heather asked. “You obviously have made a decision on the matter. Why not simply carry out what you plan to do? It is not like I am in any position to stop you.”
 
   Heather felt the tendrils of guilt creeping through her soul. She knew very well what she wanted to hear, and she also knew that this was an opportunity for her to be able to absolve herself of any feelings, or at least some, when it came to dealing with Valarie.
 
   “I am talking to you because I want you to speak with Mr. Dreon.”
 
   Heather stared into the eyes of the colonel. She was not sure what she was looking for. Perhaps she wanted to see coldness, or lack of feeling. Instead, what she saw was real and true compassion. Colonel Shipley was taking no pleasure in this.
 
   “What do I tell him?” Heather’s voice was barely above a whisper. “There is more to this story than just Valarie.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   Heather considered for just a moment if she had any right sharing Kevin’s story about his sister with this relative stranger. In the end, she decided that perhaps this was the last chance at saving Valarie. Maybe if the colonel knew more about why she was so important to Kevin, then she would seek an alternative. Deep down, she knew that was a false hope. She told all she knew from what Kevin shared. When she was finished, there was a long silence.
 
   “He is trying to redeem himself through this girl,” the colonel finally spoke. “And as much as I can sympathize, I simply cannot allow my people to be put at risk any longer.”
 
   “So…you are going to…” Heather considered her next word carefully and decided that she owed it to Kevin to at least make an honest effort, “…murder this girl?”
 
   “What I am going to do is ask you to speak with Mr. Dreon. I am willing to listen to any alternative he can offer that will remove my people from this continued danger that they are being put in by one individual.”
 
   “But—” Heather started to protest.
 
   “There is no way that I can continue to keep this girl tied up,” the colonel said with a firmness that still held considerable compassion. “That girl is not living…she is simply enduring. She is restrained day and night. She suffers from more than just the Down’s condition, she also has some severe mental illness issues that we just are not equipped to deal with. I am sorry, but it is the truth. And even if I were to condone a run for some more of her medications, those would eventually run out. We are postponing the inevitable here.”
 
   Heather had left that little meeting with mixed emotions. Deep down, in a place that she did not dare let come too close to the surface, was a sense of relief. When they had been at the mercy of Major Beers, it was easy to paint the major and her followers as evil and wrong for wanting to do away with Valarie. But the real truth was that the poor girl was suffering in ways that nobody knew how to handle. 
 
   As Heather went to the RV that she called home, she had decided that there would be no way to break this news to Kevin in such a way that he would be “okay” with on any level. She took a sponge bath and changed into clean clothes—a morning of fighting zombies tended to be a messy affair. Truth be told, she was doing everything she could think of to postpone this conversation.
 
   Reaching the medical RV where Kevin was still being kept, Heather stood outside of it for several minutes. Every time she thought she had built up the courage to go inside, she would chicken out. Finally, after countless false starts, she turned the knob and went inside.
 
   “If that is you, Doc, I meant what I said about pain meds. Save them for somebody who really needs them,” Kevin’s voice called from in back.
 
   “It’s me, Kevin.”
 
   “Heather?” Kevin’s voice changed in an instant from annoyed to excited. “Man, am I glad to see a friendly face. Get back here.”
 
   If only you knew, she thought as she moved past two other patients sharing the RV with Kevin. Both of these were seemingly asleep despite Kevin’s hollering which meant they were either medicated, heavy sleepers, or faking it. Considering the mood she had seen from Kevin lately, that last one was pretty likely. And she was about to make it worse.
 
   She opened the collapsible screen that acted as a door and entered Kevin’s little room. He was sitting up in bed. Heather took a moment to really look at him. Since they’d met, he had always seemed so sure of himself. He had always been on his feet doing. To see him now, in bed like this, his face still all red and peeling; not to mention how gaunt he looked from not eating.
 
   “So what brings you here?” Kevin asked after seeing a look on Heather’s face that, if he didn’t know better, was something akin to absolute dread. “I heard all the ruckus earlier. Sounded like a helluva fight. How many were there?”
 
   “A couple hundred at least,” Heather answered.
 
   “Figured that you would be in the thick of it and so I guess I just thought you would be asleep by now.”
 
   She had been involved. But not nearly as ‘in the thick of it’ as he might believe. The soldiers here did most of the fighting. Everybody else was sort of relegated to lugging reloads to the different stations for the compound and crossbows. If need be, they might be called up to the walls to support a particular crossbowman. That meant sitting with three or four of the weapons and doing the reloading. A task that currently had her arms feeling like noodles.
 
   “Yeah…it was a fun way to start the day.” Heather shrugged and sat beside Kevin’s bed.
 
   “Any word from Aleah’s group?” Kevin asked, the hope obvious in his voice.
 
   Heather winced inwardly. The answer ‘no’ was not the problem. The real problem was that Kevin had no idea that they were basically second-class citizens with these people. That group had Aleah along only because she had made such a fuss. It would not surprise Heather in the least if they basically just used her to carry gear.
 
   “No word yet, but they should be back today or tomorrow at the latest.”
 
   “Good, I need to talk to her,” Kevin said with a sigh. “We didn’t exactly leave on good terms. I stuck my foot in—” Kevin paused and then smiled. “Hey, I guess I need to find a better expression. I mean, one foot is missing and the other is minus a couple of toes which would make fitting it in my mouth an easier task.”
 
   “Well then,” Heather joined in on this moment of good-natured kidding, “maybe it is the right term for you. As often as you do it…you might want to stick with something that is a bit smaller so you don’t get stretch marks on your cheeks.”
 
   They laughed a little too hard for a joke that wasn’t all that funny. Afterwards, there was an uncomfortable silence.
 
   “So,” Kevin finally broke it, making Heather jump, “was that Valarie that I heard?”
 
   “Yeah.” Heather felt a lump growing in her throat and a tightness build around her heart.
 
   “Is that what brought them?”
 
   Heather nodded. He was taking her right to the part where she was going to have to tell him the bad news. A few tears spilled from her eyes and she looked at him through the blurriness that they caused. She would at least look him in the eyes to break the news.
 
   “They want to get rid of her, Kevin. Colonel Shipley called me in afterwards and said that they cannot keep endangering the group for one person.”
 
   The silence came crashing back down. Kevin looked away for a few moments. When he turned back to her, tears were in his eyes as well. Heather leaned in and wrapped her arms around him and the two cried for a few minutes. Finally, Kevin brought his hands to her shoulders and eased her back.
 
   There was a look on his face. She had expected a number of possibilities when it came to how he would react to this news. The very last thing that she expected to see on his face was a smile.
 
   “What is it?” she finally asked.
 
   “I have an idea. I need you to do a few things for me first,” Kevin was suddenly whispering.
 
   Heather glanced over her shoulder as if she expected somebody to be standing there. When she saw nothing, she turned back to him with a look that clearly indicated that she had no idea what was going on. 
 
   Kevin leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “From here on out, trust nobody and say nothing other than to exchange friendly greetings or whatever.”
 
   “They aren’t holding us prisoner,” Heather whispered back. 
 
   “Have you tried to leave on your own?”
 
   “Well…no, but that doesn’t mean anything.”
 
   “I’m just being cautious. We really don’t have any idea what these people are about.”
 
   “But they have taken care of you…given you medical help.” Heather thought that just maybe Kevin was edging towards that cliff of paranoia. Maybe things were finally taking their toll on him.
 
   “I know,” Kevin nodded, “but when Aleah gets back, we will see. And also, I want to wait and talk to her about what she saw out there. The fact remains that we need to find someplace that we can settle down. I think this location is a bad choice. These people have built a bit of a fortress from abandon cars and such. It is not going to be a good long term solution.”
 
   “Okay, I’m gonna bite. Why is this place any worse than someplace else…the golf course for instance?”
 
   “The biggest is that this place is going to be toxic ground within a year. All those vehicles are rusting away as we speak. Their fluids are seeping into the ground. There is no way that they can grow any produce. They are relying on stores that will run out. Also, they will need to forage for more. Each time you do that, you risk your life. The ideal location is someplace remote, yet with a climate that is conducive to farming.”
 
   “But weren’t you headed for someplace like South Dakota or something?” Heather asked.
 
   “Yeah…so?”
 
   “Isn’t that place like…all rock or something?”
 
   “Not at all. The state has plenty of farmland. Even better, it has a population of less than a million. It is somewhere around eight or nine hundred thousand. We find a nice valley near a river and we will have everything that we need. Someplace along the Missouri River would be ideal as long as we are very far south of the dam. And there are plenty of other locations. Actually, my biggest concern is dealing with the locals. I have a feeling that we will find more survivors in a place like that simply because it is so spread out population-wise. The few big cities that exist probably fell just like any other, but you are talking about hundreds of thousands of acres of land with very few people inhabiting it. Most of them armed…most of them hunters or fishers.”
 
   Heather was silent for a moment. She considered what Kevin said, however, there were a few problems. First, he had not really addressed what his plans were for Valarie. And second, like it or not, he was in no condition to make a long journey. Just as Valarie’s condition was a hindrance, so too was his. If Aleah returned and the run proved to be a failure, then Kevin would find himself hard pressed to travel. She did not know how far away it was, but travelling just a few miles was an entirely different monster these days. Heather patted herself on the back for her off-the-cuff pun.
 
   “And what does any of this have to do with Valarie?” Heather was hoping that she could get Kevin back on the track he seemed inclined to stray from so deftly.
 
   Kevin lay back in his bed and closed his eyes for a few minutes. Heather began to believe that he had dismissed her entirely and just drifted off to sleep. She stood and was about to leave when he finally spoke.
 
   “We are going to leave her the way we found her.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
 
   15
 
   Scared S**tless
 
    
 
   “How far?” I guess I hadn’t really given it any thought when they told me we were hiking to the valley, La Grande in particular.
 
   “About sixty or seventy miles,” Jake said. 
 
   The problem was, he was saying it like it was just around the corner. We had been on the move for two days. From what I could see, the only thing around the corner was more godforsaken snow.
 
   “And how far have we gone?” I didn’t actually want the answer. I just knew it was going to be bad.
 
   “Maybe thirty,” Jake said with a shrug.
 
   Half way? He was saying that we were maybe only half the way to our destination? The only thing that I could see that was worth getting excited about was the fact that the snow was only patchy in spots. It still felt cold, but not nearly like it did up at the cabin.
 
   We’d had very few encounters with the undead. The ones that we did encounter were more hampered by the snow than we were. I thought there were a few times that we could have just left them behind. When I asked Jon about it after three of us got sent up into the woods in order to take down a dozen of them, Jon said he didn’t want them on our tail. Never knew if we would need to retreat in a hurry. I guess that made sense.
 
   “Up ahead!” Marty Gibbs spoke in that whisper that is almost louder than real conversational levels.
 
   Our line was stretched about fifty yards, with each of us in twos or threes. Marty Gibbs and Stacy Nelson were currently on point. I saw Stacy hunched down and creeping forward to get a look at whatever it was they saw. From my position almost in the rear of the line, she was already vanishing around the corner and out of my line of sight.
 
   I hated being in the rear. For one, you spend so much time looking backwards that your neck starts to hurt. For another, you are always the last to know just how bad a problem is. I brought my crossbow up and stepped farther away from Jake. One of the things that you wanted to be sure of was that you had plenty of room to maneuver when a fight came.
 
   “Billy, you and Gino come with me,” Gabe called over his shoulder. 
 
   He bounded off into the woods on our left. I shot a look at Jon, but he was focused on whatever lay ahead, so I headed after the big man. I swear, even crouching, that guy is bigger than most people who are standing upright.
 
   As we entered the trees, Gabe motioned for me to circle wide to the right. That put me farthest away from the road. Something in my head said to be careful. This would be a perfect time to take me out if these guys were intent on doing so.
 
   The problem that I had with those feelings was that they had given no signs that they wanted to do anything of the sort. I think I was starting to absorb some of Dr. Zahn’s general distrust. Jon and Jake have always been great to me—Jesus too, when he was still alive. I always fit in better around the soldiers than I did the other people; especially after Jamie killed himself.
 
   I moved up this small hill so that I would be at the top of the ridge. As soon as I made it to the crest, I could actually see part of the road. Coming up were about two or three hundred walkers. Already, Stacy and Marty were on opposite sides of the road drawing some of the ones in the front away and taking them down.
 
   From my position, I saw a clear path that would allow me to move along the length of this column. I gave a quick look down where Gabe and Gino were moving through the trees. Their job, and mine supposedly, was to move along and look for any of the “elements” of the herd that might be straggling through the woods. It was always a bad deal to be in the middle of a fight and have yourself surrounded.
 
   I decided that it looked pretty clear as far as I could see. Those two didn’t really need my help. Plus, I would just be scouting ahead of them a ways. No big deal. I picked up my pace. If I could get in behind the herd, I could pick them off with ease. Zombies are pretty stupid. Once they get it in their head to move one way, they will just keep going. Picking the ones off in the rear wouldn’t even register to them.
 
   As I moved, I kept checking on Gabe and Gino. There were only a couple that had actually strayed off the road, so they were really not having any problems. I came to the part of my little ridge that started down. I took one last look and made sure that everything was okay.
 
   Moving between a pair of really big boulders, I felt a little bit of adrenaline start to surge. I was making my own move here. It was not exactly the way that we had planned, but I really was starting to feel like maybe they were keeping me out of the main fighting.
 
   As I reached the edge of the trees, I saw that I had gone all the way around the big sweeping bend in the road. I was out of sight of everybody. The tail end of the herd was trudging on towards the others. I could hear the occasional call for somebody to cover a certain area. Yep, everything sounded just fine.
 
   I stepped out of the trees and took a look to my right. It was really just reflex; after all, the zombies were to my left. The rear of this herd was pretty well spread across the entire highway. Some were in the eastbound, some were in the westbound lane, and some were in the median. 
 
   I froze in my tracks. Then, I jumped back into the trees and hoped that I had not been spotted. When I saw the dark figure move from behind a semi that was on its side covering a lane and a half with the angle it was sitting, and then three more followed, I was confident that they had not spotted me.
 
   Bringing up my binoculars, I was able to get a good look at one of them. He was carrying an impressive assortment of weaponry. I saw a particularly nasty spiked club in his hand, an array of blades, but nothing with any range. As the others made themselves visible, it was more of the same. I was curious as to why anybody would go around without a bow or something.
 
   It was obvious that they could hear my group. They were doing a lot of pointing and gesturing. I kept scanning from one to the other, taking in as much information as I could. This would all be stuff that Jon would want to know. Gabe too, I’m sure, but I would report to Jon and let him pass the news on.
 
   I could not see any faces. Everybody was wearing masks, visors, or something along those lines. That wasn’t really that peculiar considering that you needed to stay protected from the cold. Also, with the thick clothing, it was impossible to tell gender. I mean, if one of them happened to be wearing a bright pink snowsuit, I might conclude that was a female, but no such luck.
 
   I turned to head back and found myself face-to-face with Gino. He did not look happy. 
 
   I motioned for him to be quiet, and then I pointed. He looked past me and scowled. It took him longer than I would have thought to actually see what I was pointing at. Once he did, he crouched down lower beside me.
 
   “Go tell the others, kid.”
 
   Just like that I was back to being shuttled away from anything that might resemble danger. I guess I didn’t hide the expression too well.
 
   “You wanna stay here? You up to the possibility of having to kill a living, breathing human being?” The tone in Gino’s voice let me know that he was pretty sure I wasn’t “up to the possibility” of shooting anybody.
 
   I started back the way I’d come. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Gino laying out a variety of weapons beside him as well as propping his crossbow up beside the tree.
 
   I scrambled back up the hill and was not surprised to see that there were only a few stragglers left from that herd. For just a moment, I flashed back to something Steve had said about us becoming too comfortable with the zombies. From where I stood, I could see members of the team just walking from one to the next and jamming something in its head. He would really hate this.
 
   I was making my way through the trees back to the road when Gabe stepped out from behind one. He scared me so bad that I did a few things at the exact same time: I swung wildly with the machete I was carrying—nothing but air—which probably helped with me falling over and banging my head on an exposed root which made me see stars. The last part could be the result of any combination of everything else that happened in that split second. I messed my pants. Not just the liquid kind either.
 
   “What the hell are you doing running off like that?” Gabe snapped, not even bothering to offer me a hand up.
 
   I wanted to explain myself, but I couldn’t make my mouth work just yet. I was still seeing double and my head felt like it had been used as a gong.
 
   “I don’t know what sort of crap you were able to pull before, but when you are out on a mission with me or my people, you do what you are assigned!”
 
   “We have company just around the corner,” I snapped.
 
   I don’t know if it was a combination of having the crap literally scared out of me, or just the fact that I was sick of being treated like a damn child. I climbed to my feet and glared up at this giant.
 
   “You know…we did just fine before you and your people showed up. And for your information, I made sure that you guys were okay before I scouted ahead. And as I just said, there are people around the corner. No distance weapons that I could see, but they were definitely armed with plenty of close-in weapons. They were sneaking and trying to stay hidden, and they definitely heard us.”
 
   Gabe glared down at me for a second, and then his expression changed just a bit. A huge grin split his face and I was ready to accept his apology.
 
   “Messed your drawers, huh?” the man said with a laugh. “That’s gonna be mighty uncomfortable in a bit. Hope you can get cleaned up before long.”
 
   Was this guy intentionally ignoring the fact that there were people just down the road? Or…I felt my stomach turn just a little.
 
   “Those wouldn’t happen to be friends of yours would they?” I asked. 
 
   Hell, if I was going out, at least it wasn’t being eaten alive. Maybe I would get shot in the head or something. My mouth was suddenly dry and I felt a little bit foolish. We had let our guard down. Unless…but surely Jon couldn’t be in with these people.
 
   “Hey, Winters!” Jon’s voice called, almost on cue.
 
   “Over here!” The big man looked down at me and smiled, shaking his head.
 
   “That scout team of yours is already here,” Jon said as he came through the trees. 
 
   Damn, I thought. I should have known better.
 
   “Talk to your boy here,” Gabe said as he turned and walked away. “Damn fool took off on his own and tried to pull some sort of hero crap.”
 
   I looked up at Jon with confusion. I was so very lost right now. Maybe I wasn’t nearly as smart as I thought…or as ready for this as they had assumed.
 
   “What is he talking about?” Jon asked.
 
   I explained it all to him. Naturally I left out the part where I thought that they were all in some sort of secret alliance together bent on killing everybody or taking over.
 
   Jon sat silently through my rambling. At some point I heard Gino arrive. He started talking, and I could tell by the tone that I was the subject and that he was not happy. When I finished with my explanation, Jon remained quiet for a few minutes. Finally, he spoke.
 
   “We give everybody an assignment, Billy. We do this for a lot of reasons. One of the biggest is knowing where each other is so that nobody gets dinged by friendly fire. Sometimes you get the crappy job…” he paused for a second and I could tell that he was struggling on whether or not to say something sarcastic about my current situation. “And sometimes, you are the one out on point. Believe me when I say, you will learn to relish those times when the boring assignment is yours.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 
   I was feeling terrible. Not only was I sitting in messy pants that were now really cold from where I was still sprawled on the frigid, wet ground, but to make it worse, I had all but decided that even one of the people I had come to trust and respect more than anybody in my life had turned into a ‘bad’ guy.
 
   “Now go get cleaned up. Gabe might give you a little grief here and there, but the others will be merciless if they find out about your little…accident.”
 
   I got up and looked for someplace that I could basically hide while I cleaned up and changed my clothes. There were some thick clusters of trees not too far away. As much as a person needed privacy at moments like this, being anywhere out in the open by yourself could be dangerous.
 
   As I headed toward the trees that were about to become a combination latrine (I would bury everything I was wearing from the waist down) and changing room, Jon called out, “And don’t let it get to you…more soldiers have done the exact same thing then you might believe.”
 
   It didn’t really instill me with any confidence or sense of feeling better. I slipped in amongst the green pine tree branches and started stripping. When voices came close, I froze. Partially because I was still only halfway done with the clean-up portion, but also because the voice I heard was a female. If one of the female soldiers found me, I think I might just walk into the next horde and be done.
 
   “…one kid, and three men in the place,” the one was saying. She had a bit of an accent, so I was guessing it was the Hispanic female. “And then there is that one gal who is very pregnant, there are three little ones, two girls and a boy, an old lady that reminds me of somebody’s mean grandmother. I swear, that lady never smiles and she watches everything.”
 
   “Sounds kinda iffy then,” the other female voice was saying. “Plus, are you even sure that Winters will go for it?”
 
   “He seems to know the Marine, but if that is his only tie, I imagine he is much more realistic than to let something like that get in the way. Plus, you say that one of the women is very pregnant? There is no way that he can pass that up.”
 
   “Once we get down to the camp, I will take care of the kid. You are probably more the type the jarhead will go for.”
 
   “Why?” the Hispanic sounding voice asked with a bit of a laugh. “Because we have the same hair style?”
 
   “Get your mind out of the gutter, Rios,” the voice I had never heard before said with one of those snorting laughs that some people find cute. I just think it sounds like you are sucking snot down your throat. “You just tell him you have some cool weapons to show him and I bet he follows you anywhere.”
 
   “And how are you going to get the kid away from the Marine and the redneck?” Rios asked.
 
   “You know of any teenage boy who can resist a pair of boobs?” the other one said with a laugh that faded as they went over a ridge.
 
   Damn, I hated the fact that I was actually right. Even worse, I was going to have to try and convince Jon. Finishing with my clean up, I buried my dirty clothes and headed back to the road. When I got there, I waited for a second before actually coming out of the trees and stepping on to the road. Chances were that this would be the last time that I would be able to observe everybody without it looking obvious.
 
   Winters was over with a couple of his men and a woman with curly brown hair. She reminded me of a teacher I had in math. She was pretty in that smart way with her glasses and large eyes that seemed to haunt many of the dreams I had back then.
 
   It only took me a few minutes to take everything in, but the problem was that I really have no idea what I am looking for. It’s not like there is an arrow pointing down from the sky or something. Jon and Jake weren’t standing near one another, and both seemed to be swapping stories with the other soldiers.
 
   When I did finally walk out of the trees, nobody seemed to pay me any mind. Gabe glanced my way, but he didn’t look like he was doing anything more than ensuring that I wasn’t a left over zombie. Jon made eye contact, but went back to talking.
 
   I started doing a check on my stuff and prepared for the eventual order for us to move out. Since I was paired up with Jake on the road, I made my way to him. As soon as I reached his side, he stopped talking to the other soldiers.
 
   “Come with me for a second, Billy,” he said and headed towards an opening on the other side of the road. We walked about thirty yards or so before he stopped and turned to face me.
 
   “What were you thinking?” he hissed. “You know better than to wander off like that. Jon and I have done nothing but talk you up and you made us look like fools.”
 
   I stood there for a second with my brain thumbing through all the things that I could say. Finally, I decided on the truth. My mom always said it was the best choice.
 
   “I feel like I am being kept out of the way,” I said. “I made sure the way was clear before I moved ahead. Gino and Gabe had it all under control. I just figured that I could get around behind the herd and do some damage.”
 
   “And you almost walked right into the middle of a patrol,” Jake countered. “You could have gotten yourself killed. Those people are professionals. They are real soldiers. That is probably the only thing that saved you. Some antsy civilian might have shot you first, then checked to see if you were a zombie.”
 
   “But they never saw me,” I protested.
 
   “Sure they did.”
 
   “If that is what you are being told, then…” I looked around to ensure that we were really alone. Of course, somebody could be hiding in some nearby trees changing his or her pants, but I figured it was safe to assume I was the only one with that problem today. “It’s a lie.”
 
   I stared at Jake and waited for him to laugh or tell me I was full of it. Instead, he sort of did what I just had done; he looked around as if to be sure that we were alone.
 
   “Tell me why you just said that.” He wasn’t challenging me. It felt more like he wanted to check my facts against his own. I gave him a brief rundown of all that I had heard. The entire time, he just nodded. However, I also noticed that he was looking everywhere at once without moving his head.
 
   “You aren’t exaggerating any of this?”
 
   “No, I swear.”
 
   We stood there for a few seconds before he seemed to flip a switch. All of a sudden, he was the laidback guy again. I had a sneaking suspicion that I had just seen the real Jake. That ‘Good Ol’ Southern Boy’ thing was his way of tricking people into underestimating him. The thing is, it had worked on me for as long as I’d known him.
 
   “You keep your mouth closed and stick to my side.”
 
   “What about Jon?” It seemed like this was definitely something that he should know.
 
   “You let me worry about him. Now, we need to get our butts back before anybody becomes suspicious.”
 
   I nodded and went to head back. I felt a firm hand grab my shoulder. I turned, and that really serious face was back. 
 
   “You did good, Billy. Now, when we get out there, I want you to act like I tore you a new one. Sulk and pout.”
 
   “I don’t pout,” I protested.
 
   Jake laughed. “Yeah…you do. You should see your face when we send you down on laundry duty or tell you to keep an eye on Thalia and the others while some of us have a meeting.”
 
   Well that is different, I thought. And I’m not pouting, I’m just annoyed that I get sent on stupid jobs. I turned back and headed for the road. Just before I broke through the trees, Jake whispered loud enough so that only I could hear.
 
   “And trust me…you ain’t the only soldier to crap his pants.”
 
   I’m not sure if he said that as a compliment or to get me to—as he put it—sulk and pout. Still, as I stepped out onto the road, I glared at Jon. 
 
   A few minutes later, we were all headed down the road. Hopefully La Grande was not too much further. I wondered if we were still going there for supplies, or is there was something else that I hadn’t been told.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Just around the bend and the town will be in sight,” Jake said. “Now, you are sure that you know what to do?”
 
   “I’m positive.”
 
   All the rest of yesterday, and probably a dozen times since we woke up this morning, Jake had been in my ear. I never saw him actually speak with Jon, but the thumbs-up he had given me from across the camp, coupled with that tight-lipped nod, told me that we were going to execute our plan.
 
   To say that I have a huge dose of nervousness right now would be putting it as mildly as possible. Twice this morning I have had to focus and stop my hands from shaking. Of course, I have the easiest job of all of us I’m sure. Jon’s statement about looking forward to the assignments that are easier was suddenly sounding like prophecy.
 
   Everybody was busy around camp getting things ready. It is kind of funny. When you are looking for something, it is either impossible to find, or pops up and screams in your face. For the past thirty hours, Tiffany Hopkins—the female soldier with the curly dark hair that reminded me of my old math teacher—had been flirting with me like crazy.
 
   It was really funny to see her try so hard. Seriously, hadn’t she heard her own words the other day? A wink and a smile would have gotten me to do anything she asked (prior to knowing that she was part of some plan to do something nasty to my friends). 
 
   Last night, after a cold dinner of something that tasted like it had been scraped off the ground, I took my watch. It was not really a surprise when she turned out to be my relief. She came out to where I was posted up on the hood of what had once been a fairly expensive looking sports car and slid next to me.
 
   She introduced herself and we were mostly just sitting there in silence. I finally remarked that she was a bit early for her watch. She told me she was having trouble sleeping and then did this stretch and yawn thing where her body was backlit by the fire from camp. It was really sexy. My hormones could care less what my brain was saying about the fact that this lady was up to no good. I was glad it was dark so she couldn’t see the reaction certain parts of me were having.
 
   “So, did you enlist just before all this insanity happened?” she asked as she took her seat beside me again, her leg right up against mine.
 
   “Nope, I was just getting ready to graduate…” I knew I was about to ring the death knell on any possibility I had of getting to sample any of what she thought she would be luring me in with, “…high school.”
 
   “Wow…you sure don’t act like it.” I have to admit, she was pretty good. She didn’t even miss a beat. “So you’re what…eighteen…nineteen?”
 
   “I think I turned eighteen a couple of months ago,” I said.
 
   My mind drifted for a few seconds. Yeah, I was pretty sure that I turned eighteen right around the time that Teresa and Jamie died. Nobody was in much of a mood to do any celebrating. And honestly, I completely forgot. Birthdays are not such a big deal any more. Just seeing the next day is the real present.
 
   “I hear your camp is mostly females…I bet a young, strong guy like you is in high demand.”
 
   Once again, my mind drifted. The fact was, I had a bit of a crush on that one lady, Fiona. Of course she’s dead now. Christina is cute, but she is like…six or seven years older than me. That made me wonder. What has happened to all the girls? Teresa couldn’t have been the only teenage girl to survive. Could she?
 
   “…maybe we can get together?”
 
   Damn, I hadn’t been listening. But it sounded like she was offering to hook up later. I played along as best I could.
 
   “That would be cool,” I said with a shrug that, despite the fact I knew this was all just an act, I hoped it came off not sounding stupid. “You got like your own tent or something wherever your people are camped?”
 
   I hadn’t been asked to find out anything. I was told to play along. And if she tried to get me alone before we got to La Grande, I was supposed to make an excuse, slip away and get Jake. Still, if I could find out anything, that information might help later.
 
   “We have a pretty good set up,” she said. I suddenly remembered how Dr. Zahn said that people didn’t take me serious enough for me to really register. If she only knew how right she was with that statement. “There was this recycling plant just as you come into the city from the north…we have that place set up pretty good. There was this RV place right next door. Almost everybody has their own home of sorts. We are right by a small river, so we have most of what we need. It’s crazy, I’m from Santa Fe, there is nothing like this place that I can compare it to with the woods nearby so full of game. As long as you don’t come across any wolves…” 
 
   She shuddered and I remembered back when Doug and Cheryl first joined our group. Zombie wolves are a whole new brand of scary. 
 
   “…and the fish almost jump out into your hands. It’s crazy, but if we could figure out a way to build a giant wall like that one in China and have it go around Oregon and Washington, I think we could rebuild. It would be a modern day Garden of Eden.”
 
   I waited for it. If she said it, I was going to have to bite the inside of my mouth to keep from laughing.
 
   “Maybe you could be Adam…and I could be Eve.”
 
   I was so glad that it was dark. Of course, I have to admit, if I didn’t know that she had some sort of evil plan as her endgame, I would have been drinking this up.
 
   In the end, I copped some sort of lame excuse and made my way to me sleeping bag. As I was climbing in, I couldn’t help but think about my old high school math teacher. In the dream, she made me stay after class. They all pretty much started and ended the same way.
 
   “Just remember, whatever happens, you stick with the plan.” Jake’s voice made me jump. I had been daydreaming and now was most definitely not the time.
 
   “I will,” I promised.
 
   After all, my part was pretty easy. I really only had one thing to do that was even remotely dangerous…or with the potential to be dangerous at least.
 
   Sure enough, up ahead, we saw a bridge that would take us across the water that rushed past with that sweet hissing sound. I had to smile. Tiffany had called it a river. Nobody around these parts would consider that little thing that ran past as anything more than a little stream.
 
   I tried to act like Jake and look around without making it look obvious. I counted ten people manning two handmade towers that had a catwalk running between them. Those towers were about twenty feet high by my guess. Following the fence (which was really just a lot of metal of all different shapes and sizes welded together) I saw that more towers were along what I had to assume was their perimeter every hundred yards or so. There were maybe a dozen or so total.
 
   I certainly had not seen anything like this when we had made that rescue run for those folks that had been trapped in that warehouse. My memory was starting to mash together, but I was pretty sure that was where we picked up Sunshine.
 
   That is when it hit me. How could I have ever doubted Jon? I may not be an expert, but I know what it looks like when somebody is crazy in love. Jon had it bad for Sunshine.
 
   If every tower was manned like these two, this place could have between one and two hundred people. If they were all military…
 
   “We are so screwed,” I whispered. If Jake heard, he didn’t comment.
 
   “Let’s pull up right here,” Gabe announced. “We can send a party ahead to let them know who we are.”
 
   I shot a look at Jake. He had his normal goofy grin on his face that I now knew was a great big disguise. Of course Jake had managed to slip away with the female that had apparently been assigned as his “distraction” so he had good reason to smile. 
 
   In fact, it made me wonder about how careless these people were. After all, the way we had lost Teresa was so sad. Heck, if I was Jamie, I didn’t know if I would have been able to deal with it either.  This morning when we set out, I asked Jake if she had made him use a condom. He had smiled as he rolled up his sleeve to itch the scar on his forearm.
 
   “Nope,” he had said with a redneck grin. “Kind of ironic when you think about it. The Trojan Horse helped sneak all them soldiers into that city so that they could kill everybody. Now, a Trojan could have stopped an attack that comes from the inside.”
 
   He had laughed. I wanted to, but even though these people had some sort of plan that involved my friends, it was still not easy to stomach the idea that we had knowingly and willingly infected two of their members.
 
   When Jake had shared that part of the plan with me, I had two reactions. The first was that I had no idea he had been bitten before and was one of those who happened to be immune. The other was the question that I asked after he shared that part of the scheme.
 
   “So when they start to turn, you don’t think that they will be gunned down. You can’t hide the symptoms. The tracers in the eyes are a giveaway.”
 
   “That is why it is only part of the plan,” Jake said with his Southern drawl sounding extra thick. “And the thing is, while everybody talks a good game when it comes down to the better good of the people, most people still put themselves as their top priority. I am almost willing to bet they both play sick and lock themselves in their rooms.”
 
   It still sounded a bit sketchy. In fact, to me it seemed like more of an excuse for them to get laid than anything else. I had my doubts. I probably would have them still if I had not seen the plastic bottle. I didn’t know what Jon or Jake were going to do with it, but I knew with certainty what it contained.
 
   Blood.
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   Vignettes XXXVI
 
    
 
   Caleb stared at the table. He had never seen so much food…even before the dead rose and began to eat the living. There were jars of all sorts with things floating in syrupy liquid or herb-laced brines. 
 
   The woman had sat him at the table and spooned several things onto a plate. Then, she went to a wood-fired oven and produced a large circle of flat bread which she brushed with a green-hued oil.
 
   He had eaten his fill, and then she showed him to a room that was larger than his home had been. Inside, he was greeted by a large tub filled with steaming water. The whole time, she spoke, sometimes in excited tones, and other times, he could hear sadness. He figured she was telling him her story. 
 
   Caleb had lost his modesty months ago and began stripping down as the woman spoke. He smiled when she blushed, made a little squeak of surprise and turned around. That did not stop her from speaking, and he was pretty sure that she was apologizing. Of course, he had no idea what she had to apologize for; he was overwhelmed with pleasure as he slid into the almost-too-hot water up to his neck.
 
   Grabbing a large sponge that floated on the surface and a bar of what he guessed to be soap, although it smelled like flowers, he went to work. By the time he finished, there was a sickening scum floating on the surface of the water, and it was so clouded that he could not see his hand after just a few inches below the surface.
 
   He stood, looking for a towel. The woman was now seated and obviously heard him. She pointed to a wooden rack where a stack of them were neatly folded. He quickly dried off and looked everywhere for his clothes. Instead, he found a selection of long tunics draped over a bar. Figuring that they were for him, he selected one. It was too big for his frame, but a variety of belts were waiting as well. Once he was dressed, he stepped in front of the woman who smiled and applauded.
 
   The rest of the day, the woman showed him around the enormous house. It was a palace as far as he was concerned. And even better, it was surrounded by a wall that was even taller than Aaheru.
 
   Aaheru! he thought with a surge of mixed emotions. The man who would be pharaoh was lying in a cold room in a ruined old castle. By now, the fire would have burned out, and while he was securely tucked away in a room, he was in no condition to fend for himself.
 
   As he walked beside the woman, taking in what was obviously an enormous farm, Caleb began to wonder what he should do. When he had come to his decision, he felt the tension flow from his shoulders. The rest of the day, he followed the woman around as she talked endlessly in a language that he could not understand. When night began to cast long shadows, they sat at the table and shared a meal of fish and more of the strange things from the jars along with cups of water and a bottle of wine. Caleb did not care all that much for the wine, but he sipped politely and smiled any time she picked up her glass, raised it, and spoke.
 
   Before long, she began to nod in and out. Caleb waited for an hour or so after her breathing changed to the regular and heavy rhythm of sleep. He covered her with a blanket and slipped out into the darkness after equipping himself with one of the fine blades that the lady kept in a bin beside the door.
 
   His walk down the hill was a peaceful one, interrupted only once by a single zombie. Caleb did not even bother to kill the pathetic creature. Since it had only one leg, it was of little danger. He was thankful for the heavy, full moon overhead that cast the landscape in a bluish-silvery glow. For much of his walk, he could actually see far enough out into the harbor. The wreckage of the ship was a dark spot in the shimmering water.
 
   Entering the castle, Caleb hummed a song that his mother had often hummed when she was cleaning the house or preparing the meal for her family. 
 
   He made his way up the ramp that led to where he had secured Aaheru. Clearing away all the debris that he had used to barricade the room just in case any stragglers came about, he opened the door to the tiny room.
 
   The first thing he noticed was the awful smell. Peeking inside, he almost expected to see the man turned to one of those unholy abominations. Instead, what he saw was a man lying on the same bed he’d been left upon. 
 
   “Where have you been, boy?” Aaheru grumbled. “The fire went out hours ago and I have been freezing. Is this how you would serve your pharaoh? Have you brought food?”
 
   Caleb stepped inside the room and shut the door behind him. “No, I have brought you nothing.”
 
   “You dare return to me with nothing?” Aaheru tried to sit up, but his head swam and he was forced to lie back. 
 
   “Well,” Caleb moved closer to the prone man who had seemed like a giant at one time, “I did bring you one thing.”
 
   Aaheru opened his eyes. He could see the silhouette of the boy framed in the glow coming in from the open door. He waited for several heartbeats before losing what little remained of his patience.
 
   “Well, boy…what have you brought me?”
 
   “Deliverance,” Caleb whispered.
 
   Aaheru made out a blur of movement. He never actually saw the blade as it came down and severed his head from his body.
 
   Caleb turned and left. On his way back, he resumed whistling the tune that filled him with all the warm memories of his mother. It helped ease those memories of the last time he had ever seen her…chained to a stake outside the tent of the man who would call himself pharaoh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I still can’t get over how much stuff you managed to cram in that thing,” Mackenzie was standing beside Juan as a long procession of people were grabbing boxes and carry bags from the boat.
 
   “And believe it or not, there are at least two more trips worth,” Juan said with a satisfied smile. 
 
   It felt good to see Mackenzie up and walking around. He could admit it to himself now that he was back, but when he left, he had a real fear that she would not be there to see him return. Part of him wondered if maybe that was why he had insisted on going right back out. Fear of seeing Mackenzie die.
 
   “And you said that April and two of the boys from earlier are back there hiding out in some warehouse waiting for you to return?” Jeannie said. The woman was standing at Juan’s other side making notes of everything that was being offloaded.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “So I take it that young man and that poor girl didn’t make it?” Jeannie pressed.
 
   “Yep.” Juan didn’t feel like talking about it. He certainly did not feel like talking about it right here and now with everybody wandering around. Plus, Mackenzie didn’t need any added stress. Hadn’t this Jeannie woman told him that not more than ten minutes ago?
 
   “Shame about that,” Jeannie clucked and wandered closer to the boat to continue inventorying everything.
 
   Mackenzie leaned in close to Juan and kissed him on the cheek. He was fine with that as long as she didn’t look him in the eye right at the moment. His mind drifted back to the incidents at the house involving Frank and Donna. He kept telling himself that he did what needed doing. 
 
   He heard April’s words repeating over and over in his head. “Do you want to survive? Do you want to get back to Mackenzie and be able to take care of her…protect her? Then you don’t have a choice. Do it…do it…DO IT!”
 
   “How did you do it, Juan?” Mackenzie’s voice snapped him back to the present. The screams faded, but they didn’t go completely silent. Juan didn’t think that they ever would.
 
   “Huh?” Juan looked around to see what piece of incriminating evidence had given up his secret.
 
   A crowd was gathered around the boat. Everybody was pointing. Some would lean forward and then jump back. But there was something “off” about their reaction. They were laughing. Were they hysterical? Had something broken their brains.
 
   Then the throaty yip and bark jarred Juan’s mind free of the nightmare that had happened at the gated community. One of the people on the boat hoisted the plastic carrier crate and handed it to somebody standing on the beach. 
 
   The travel kennel was set down and opened. A few people leaned down in front of the entrance, but Jeannie shooed them away and had everybody fan out in a big arc giving the entrance of the crate about thirty feet of open space.
 
   A hush settled over the crowd and Juan gently escorted Mackenzie to the front. She gripped his arm as she knelt down and Juan noticed that she was still a lot weaker than she was letting on.
 
   “Come here, precious,” Mackenzie cooed.
 
   A black muzzle poked out, followed by a head about the size of a bowling ball. The first oversized puppy paw touched the sand and a few people “ooh’d” and “ahh’d” causing the furry animal to duck back inside the kennel. This brought on another scolding from Jeannie.
 
   The entire process repeated itself, but this time, everybody remained silent. Very slowly, the Newfoundland puppy came all the way out of the box. With a little coaxing, the puppy bounded across the sand to Mackenzie and promptly commenced licking her hand and then her face.
 
   “One of the houses,” Juan said to all the eyes that were now looking at him with curious expressions. “I heard something that I thought was a whimper. I figured the damn deaders learned a new trick now that everybody knows about the baby cry. This little guy was inside.”
 
   This received nods and smiles. Juan didn’t have the heart to tell them that this little guy survived at the expense of his siblings judging by the scene that he had encountered. Still, the puppy was young enough that he was still very trainable. Of course, Juan had first thought that it was a full grown dog until April set him straight.
 
   “He’s perfect,” Mackenzie said through tears as she looked up at Juan with a huge smile. “And I know just what to name him?”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Juan asked as he knelt down and gave the puppy a scratch behind one floppy ear.
 
   “Tigah.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Uhhh…” Chad was at a loss. For one, he had never encountered a zombie that could talk. It took him a few seconds to realize that the person who addressed him was very much alive.
 
   He took in the man who was busy shaking the water off of his poncho. He was not all that tall, maybe an inch or two under six feet. But what he lacked in height, he made up for in bulk. This man was built like a barrel with legs like tree trunks and arms to match.
 
   “My name is Dustin Miller,” the man said with a smile that made his blue eyes sparkle just a bit. His curly blonde hair was wet, despite having worn a hood, and hung in rings framing his face.
 
   “I would introduce myself, but you already seem to know my name,” Chad said hesitantly. 
 
   He was not about to drop his guard despite feeling somewhat at ease by the smile on the man’s face. Plus, as he took in the people who accompanied him, none of them had weapons pointed in their direction. They all stood back casually paying more attention to what might be outside than to Chad, Scott, and Ronni.
 
   “Your friend Brett filled us in,” Dustin said. “We tried to catch up to you sooner, but we had to take down a few of the abominations.”
 
   “We saw you take him,” Scott spoke up. “You plan on taking us the same way?”
 
   Dustin laughed. It was a good laugh, no malice or mocking. He sighed and shook his head.
 
   “Brett did some work for us about a year ago. Thing is, when he left, a bunch of stuff came up missing. That was the last I saw of him until today. I don’t know about you folks, but we have met some pretty bad folks since this whole thing began. My concern was that he might be runnin’ with that sort of crowd.”
 
   Chad considered Dustin’s words. They made sense, but if that was the case…
 
   “So are you here to welcome us or tell us to hit the road?” Ronni blurted.
 
   “You must be Ronni,” Dustin said with a chuckle. “Got a daughter your age. Wish she came with a manual. With her mother gone…” Dustin paused and grimaced at an obviously painful memory. “She is gonna just love seein’ you. Of course you folks are welcome.”
 
   Chad felt himself tense. He heard the ‘but’ in that sentence and waited to see what the conditions might be. Brett had warned them that these people were religious. He seemed to recall that most times, at least in the movies, those folks always were a bit crazy.
 
   “There are some conditions,” Dustin said.
 
   Here it comes, Chad thought.
 
   “We all work around the farm. Everybody does his or her share. No exceptions. One of the problems with society before this happened was that too many folks got used to handouts…no strings. Here, we all pitch in. We have regular religious services, but those are optional. If you choose not to attend, that is fine, we would expect you to cover patrol shifts for those who do.”
 
   “Can I ask what religion is practiced here?” Chad asked. Not that he had any sort of preference. He had been raised Catholic, but had ducked in to some of the other churches over the years…mostly at Christmas and Easter.
 
   “God,” was Dustin’s one word response.
 
   “I don’t get it.” Ronni stepped forward, but she wasn’t challenging the man, she seemed to be asking an honest question.
 
   “Time for labels and doctrine is long past, missy.” Again Dustin had a smile that went all the way to his eyes. “We simply read from the Bible, sing a few songs, and then somebody usually begins the prayer. Any who have something on their hearts can speak up during that closing prayer.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” Ronni said again with obvious confusion.
 
   “We don’t call ourselves anything,” a female voice said, tossing the hood of her poncho back and stepping up beside Dustin. “We simply share in the word of God, have a belief that Christ died for our sins, and wait for his return.”
 
   “And this is the End Times,” Scott muttered.
 
   That received a ripple of good-natured laughter from Dustin and the rest of his people. Dustin shook his head. “There may be some that think so. Even some of the folks at the farm, but I don’t think this is exactly what God has in mind. Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. Not for me to say one way or the other.”
 
   “Brett said you people were a little crazy and that me being a girl might be a problem.” Chad almost sprained his neck whipping his head to his daughter so fast.
 
   “Yes,” Dustin nodded, “I imagine he might have said plenty. When he was working for us, I was running things the way I thought was biblical. There are certain passages about the roles for men and women.”
 
   Now here it comes, Chad thought. He prepared himself for the crazy.
 
   “But there is a lot more about love and forgiveness and doing good. Also, folks have a tendency to read the parts of the Good Book that suit their own ideas and keep the parts they like…ignoring what they may not care for. So, when somebody quotes a verse to me saying that the Bible says we should or should not do something, I ask them to read me the verse before and after the one they quoted.”
 
   That seemed to satisfy Ronni. Chad found himself nodding. Only Scott looked to be holding on to some of his skepticism.
 
   “So, if you all want to bundle up, I think we have a clear run to the farm,” Dustin offered.
 
   Thirty minutes later, the trio were walking through the front door of a large two-story farm house. On the way in, they could see the beginnings of what looked like small houses. Even in the rain, there was a bustle of activity as people went about their routine.
 
   Chad was not sure what to be on the lookout for; he expected to see a bunch of people dressed in rough-cut conservative clothing with grim expressions. What he got were people who smiled and waved. The capper was when a small gaggle of children rushed out of the house to greet them with smiles and laughter.
 
   Inside the house, the smells of baking bread and something savory drifted on the air. Warmth poured from a fireplace big enough for a person to stand upright inside of and still have room.
 
   Heads turned as the door closed behind them. Dustin walked past and called out, “Everybody come and welcome our new guests! Make them feel at home.”
 
   Chad looked down to see Ronni’s hand reach for his and hold it tight. They had been through so much. Could this really be their new home?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Up the stairs…run!” Vix yelled.
 
   Gemma yanked her blade free from the skull of the zombie she’d just finished off. Looking around, she saw Harold was shoving zombies back with one hand and lopping off heads with the long, slender sword that Vix had made such a big deal over when he showed it off just before they set out for the museum.
 
   The trio reached the huge doors to the museum. They had long since been shattered, allowing looters and zombies alike to roam the corridors and open display rooms as they desired. As Vix rounded the corner, she raised the lit torch she carried in her non-weapon wielding hand. She glanced around, struggling to get her bearings in the place with it being so gloomy and full of shadows.
 
   She passed a few side chambers until she reached the stairs, and then took the next hallway that led off to her right. It was even darker here as she left behind the final vestiges of ambient light for the long, narrow hallway that took her past a dozen doors on either side.
 
   At last she reached the one she sought. Producing the keys, she began to flip through them, trying each one. Footsteps running down the hall caused her to glance up. A bobbing torch pointed her way made it impossible to actually see who it was, but guessing by the speed, it was probably Gemma. Vix felt bad for thinking it as soon as it came to her head, but she seriously doubted that Harold could run at all. In fact, she was still amazed that he was alive. It just did not seem likely that anybody who made it this far had not been required to run at least once.
 
   At last, one of the keys opened the lock. Vix held her breath and pushed the door open. The room was pitch black and had absolutely no windows.
 
   “Well of course it doesn’t, you silly git,” she murmured. Wouldn’t do good to lock a historical treasure or piece of art in a room where any cat burglar could just pop in through the window.
 
   Moving into the room, Vix waved the torch around slowly. It was just an office! She saw a desk and a bench against one wall. Moving in further, she discovered another door. Just as she began trying the keys again, Gemma entered.
 
   “You have to come,” Gemma managed through ragged gasps for breath.
 
   “No,” Vix countered, “what I have to do is open this door.”
 
   A scream from down the hall cut off whatever Gemma was about to say next. Vix spun at the scream.
 
   “Is that Harold?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, that is what I was saying. He is trapped. The big—”
 
   Another scream cut her off, this one much louder and full of fear as much as pain. Vix snarled and bolted for the door, practically knocking Gemma aside in the process. She stepped back into the dark hallway and looked towards the rectangle of dimness that indicated the end of the corridor. As she looked, a handful of dark figures shambled past towards the direction they had come in from.
 
   Vix began to jog to the end, her grip tightening on the hilt of her machete. She could hear somebody, obviously Harold, as he cried and swore. She didn’t need to look to know what she would see when she stepped around the corner.
 
   Just as she reached the end, another zombie stepped into view. Vix stabbed the monster in the side of the head and yanked her arm back in preparation of what might come next.
 
   When she stepped out into the open chamber that had several halls leading off of it as well as two flights of stairs leading to display rooms above, she saw Harold standing in a long-since dried up fountain’s collection pool. He was bleeding from a nasty rip on his sword arm just below the elbow. A dozen bodies were sprawled at his feet. She ran up behind the closest zombie between them and split its skull.
 
   “Vix!” Harold exclaimed. “What the blazes are you doing?”
 
   “Coming to save your worthless arse.”
 
   “No,” he insisted. “Go back…I’ll catch up.” To emphasize his point, he decapitated one zombie on the word “no” and another on the word “up.”
 
   “You won’t be doing much more than bleeding to death.”
 
   “You don’t understand,” Harold wheezed as he chopped down another and kicked one away with his big, booted foot.
 
   I understand I’m talking to a dead man, Vix sighed inwardly. She took out another, but she saw several dozen coming in from the main entry. That would be the pack that they had gained while running through the streets.
 
   “I understand that you have a finite supply of blood, Mr. Wentz. I was a nurse before all this.”
 
   “Hey, you two,” Gemma called from the hallway. “Could you both pick a time to run…like now! Those filthy things are pouring in the front door. Pretty soon you’ll both be joining them provided they leave enough.”
 
   “You heard her,” Harold said as he stepped over the lip of the tile-lined fountain pool, the sound of skittering coins mixing in with the growing volume of the cries of the undead.
 
   They ran down the hallway and into the room Vix had unlocked. She closed the door behind them and locked it again, hoping that it would keep the horde of zombies on their tail from gaining access.
 
   Once through the second door, they were greeted by a flight of stairs going down. Vix had Gemma lead the way, making an excuse to be in the rear. As they wound their way down the spiral stairs, Vix steeled herself for what she saw as her duty. While she didn’t really know the young man that well, he seemed like a nice enough bloke.
 
   What a shame, she thought as she drew her arm back in preparation of splitting his head down the middle. Without warning, Harold spun on her and caught her wrist.
 
   “How about you not do that just yet,” he said. “And next time you want to take a fella from behind, make sure you aren’t casting a five meter shadow on the wall.”
 
   Vix looked up to see them perfectly cast by the torchlight as dark characters on the gray surface of the wall. She pulled her hand away and gave Harold a nasty scowl.
 
   “I wanted to save you the suffering,” she said.
 
   “And I appreciate it.” Harold let go of Vix’s arm and stepped back. 
 
   He rolled up the sleeve on his other arm. Vix let out a gasp and staggered back a step. Harold actually had to reach forward and grab her to keep her from falling over.
 
   “Me own mum,” he said sadly. “But I didn’t even hardly get sick. Took forever to heal, but I feel good as ever.”
 
   Harold’s left arm looked like it had lost a fight with a food processor. The skin was all puckered from elbow to wrist with big divots. In the torchlight, it looked purple.
 
   He tugged the sleeve down and raised an eyebrow at the arm Vix still held partially cocked back as if to strike. She looked at it like she hadn’t realized it was there and gave a sheepish grin as she dropped it to her side. They continued down the stairs and joined Gemma on a landing that looked out into an open storage room about the size of two tennis courts.
 
   “This?” Gemma turned to face the other two. “This is what we came for?”
 
   “You damn right,” Vix said as she passed the open-mouthed girl and came to a stop at the first Plexiglas case. It stood just about seven feet tall. Inside was a sparkling suit of armor with its mailed gauntlets holding a long sword that seemed to double the reflection of the torch in its polished blade.
 
   “I give you…Excalibur,” Harold breathed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Teams worked around the clock on the canal. It didn’t take long for the noise and activity to attract unwelcome attention. Jody and Danny spent every waking moment either killing zombies or helping with the back-breaking work involved.
 
   “This is a lot more difficult than just digging a ditch or latrine hole,” Danny grumbled one day. He climbed up out of the trench and looked first back towards their community, then back towards the river that was their ultimate destination.
 
   “Got anything left in that canteen?” Jody asked, shaking his to show that it was empty.
 
   “A few swallows.” Danny shook his own to indicate how low he was on water.
 
   “Wouldn’t think you could get so damn hot when it is so freakin’ cold,” George said as he stood up and took a long draw from his canteen before passing it to Jody.
 
   “Doesn’t help that we ran out of gas with less than a quarter of this thing done,” another man grumbled as he drove his pick into the ground and stood to join the others in the water break.
 
   “Yeah, great idea to be out in this rain and cold,” another voice joined in.
 
   Jody felt his hands tighten on the handle of his shovel. Not for the first time, he wondered if anybody would really be that upset if he just took Mister Remar Jenks out once and for all. From what he had seen, the man was not popular with anybody. Anytime there were “community functions” like the weekly potluck supper, he either complained…or didn’t bother to help with anything but the eating.
 
   That comment seemed to put an end to the pleasant little break. The work resumed until near dark. Each man climbed out of the trench with a resigned sigh, knowing that he would be back at dawn to resume. The other teams involved in other aspects of the canal such as compacting, laying gravel and the eventual concrete fell in beside the diggers as they passed.
 
   “Been sorta quiet,” Danny said to nobody in particular as they reached the barricade to the town.
 
   “Why’d you go and say that?” George moaned. “We all know it has been sorta peaceful…no walkers in almost a week. Now you went and jinxed it.”
 
   But that did not prove to be the case. The days continued with the hard work and the gradual warming as winter began to loosen its grip. As the canal neared completion, the entire little community became more and more excited. The lack of walkers eventually had folks venturing outside of the relative safety of the perimeter to watch and even help where they could.
 
   The closer they came to done, it seemed the more conversation turned to making a run on Jonesboro. Jody and Danny tried to stay out of the conversation as much as possible, but Selina seemed to hold no such reservations. In fact, Jody noticed that she eventually took over the planning of what would be the next big operation involving the people of Cash, Arkansas.
 
   Oddly enough—or maybe not considering—there was one person who remained silent during the entire process except when the call came for volunteers. When it was suggested that two teams go in separately, Remar Jenks insisted that he lead one. Because it could not be disputed that he was one of the best with a composite bow, there was little that anybody could say.
 
   Still, Jody wasn’t too worried. The consensus was that they would build wagons. They would need to be light enough for people to haul, but sturdy enough to take a load big enough worth making the trip. That would take time. For now, he just wanted to sit back and catch his breath. It looked like they would survive the winter using the supplies at hand with a little bit of rationing, and farms would be in full swing come the spring.
 
   Sitting on his perch in the lookout tower, he smiled as the sun began to set, painting the sky in a myriad of reds and purples. The sounds of people calling to each other as they passed on the street gave things a sense of normal. He knew it would not last forever, but he was content enough to let it last for now.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “At least three days,” Major Beers hissed, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   Not that her speaking voice would be that much louder, she mused bitterly. The last of the water in their canteens had been gone since early this morning. If they would have known that they would be stuck for this long, she would have been much more sparing early on.
 
   The memory of pouring a handful of the precious liquid so she could wash her face was infuriating. She glanced at the woman who looked to be sleeping just a few feet away. That only made her angrier.
 
   Suzi had led her up here and insisted that they could travel across a conveyer that spanned between two buildings. From there, they would simply have to make their way down and they could take off into the forested hills that bordered the backside of this defunct power plant. What she had failed to mention was the huge fenced lot they would need to cross in order to make that a possibility.
 
   They had gone out to the conveyer and Major Beers was shocked. She had expected the undead to diffuse, but there were just so many. And now there were hundreds if not thousands of them wandering down below. Even worse, they were not drawn to the fences and so seemed content to just wander around like the mindless sacks of rotten meat that they are.
 
   The first night had been aggravating; the second seemed worse because a terrible wind had whipped up and these buildings had too many openings which allowed for a draft that carried a stench so overwhelming that both women had been sick. Of course they had each rinsed their mouths out with the precious water.
 
   Light was coming through every crack and opening now. As had been the case the past couple of days, when Major Beers looked outside, the undead remained. The horde had moved on, but there had been so many, that the ones who remained still constituted a larger group than any she had encountered.
 
   She moved out further onto the conveyer and tried to get a better look in hopes that the situation had improved. She wasn’t surprised to discover that it had not. This meant that she might finally have met her end. The undead were everywhere, and while you could move past a few, in concentrations such as this, there was little chance that you would make it. 
 
   She was already feeling the effects of no food and very little water. She knew very well that, while starvation was a good ways away, it was the lack of water that would bring her demise. And even worse, they could not get to any of the snow. She would willingly drink dirty water in sips for a few days. And, of all times, the sun took now to come out and shine.
 
   Her hand touched the hilt of the blade at her side. If it was to end, she would have it on her terms.
 
   “Go ahead,” a voice said from behind her.
 
   Major Beers looked over her shoulder to see Suzi standing at the ledge beside where the conveyer ran from the building they were trapped in. 
 
   “Go ahead and what?” the major growled. She went to throw her leg over and turn around to come back.
 
   “Ah-ah,” Suzi cautioned.
 
   The major’s head whipped back around. The woman, Suzi McFarlane stared back at her with absolutely no emotion. However, she did hold a long steel rod in her hands.
 
   “And what do you hope to accomplish?” Major Beers challenged. “The way is blocked, two people have little chance of making it. One…well, one will find it impossible.”
 
   “The way I showed you is blocked,” Suzi said, the first hint of a smile curving her lips.
 
   “So what…did I kill one of your friends? A man?” The major gave Suzi a hard glare. “A woman?”
 
   “Nothing quite so grand,” Suzi laughed. “I read that line in a book once…always wished I would have the chance to say it. Anyways, it really only comes down to the fact that you taught me well in our short time together.”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “You taught me that it was all about ensuring my survival first and foremost…let the others worry about what happens next.”
 
   “Then you should have paid closer attention,” the major said as she whipped up her pistol and pulled the trigger.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “I paid closer attention than you realized,” Suzi said, the smile on her face gone. 
 
   She held up one hand with a single bullet pinched between her finger and thumb. With a flick of the wrist, she cast the bullet away. The major watched as the tiny thing caught a bit of the sun and sparkled as it plummeted to earth, disappearing under the feet of the sea of undead who still wandered aimlessly below, unaware of the drama playing out above their heads.
 
   “So go your way,” the major said with a shrug. She tried her best to appear indifferent, but deep down, a fear was starting to grow.
 
   “It isn’t that easy,” Suzi said after a moment of silence that was only punctuated by the cries and moans of the living dead.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because, you are right when you say that you can’t get through these things. But…if you have a bit of a distraction…” She let that phrase hang in the air.
 
   Major Beers took a deep breath and considered her options. If she did try to turn around and come back, she would be at a disadvantage. That left only one alternative. She would have to cross the conveyer. Of course the other building was a problem. There was no way inside that she knew of which was why they had stayed put for the past three days. Still, she could think of something once she got across. This Suzi McFarlane did not realize who she was dealing with.
 
   Gripping the edge of the conveyer firmly, the major began to shimmy across. She scooted a few feet before looking over her shoulder. What she saw made her heart leap to her chest.
 
   “Don’t,” was all she could say.
 
   “Kill you?” Suzi laughed. The major didn’t like the sound of it at all.
 
   Suzi was wearing a harness and stepping out onto the conveyer. Less than ten feet separated them. If she tried to get up, she would be knocked off. If she tried to crawl, she would not make it.
 
   Swallowing hard, the major lunged forward and tried to put more distance between them. She knew it was futile, but made one more thrust as something solid connected hard with her side. She heard a snap in her arm and cried out. Another blow came, this one to the back of the head. The world began to swim and go dark.
 
   “You will have to beat me to death,” the major managed through teeth clenched against the pain.
 
   “No I won’t.”
 
   Something slammed into the back of Major Beers’ head, and the world went dark. 
 
   When she opened her eyes, she was hanging from the conveyer belt by a long piece of rope, spinning slowly in the open air. Below her, the undead writhed, a sea of hands reaching up for her in vain—their fingertips missing by just a few feet.
 
   As she spun slowly, she thought she saw something moving down the side of one of the distant buildings. Now she knew why Suzi had laughed. She was much more useful at keeping the zombies interest while alive. Simply tossing her to the crowd would have bought no time at all.
 
   Looking down, she could see that the undead were smashed in tight. If they had the ability to climb, they would be at her in no time. Then she noticed something. At first, she thought that she was imagining it. After a while, she knew that she was not. As some of the dead were jostled and managed to fall—as unlikely as it seemed in such a tightly packed crowd—the others were stepping on to the bodies.
 
   Looking skyward, the major saw a distant bank of clouds moving in. She would have to fight the urge to open her mouth if they brought rain. While dying of thirst seemed like a terrible way to go, Major Wanda Beers knew that there were worse…much worse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   17
 
   The Geek Crowns a Princess
 
    
 
   It took over three weeks for Kevin to get comfortable with using the prosthetic. It didn’t fit all that well and hurt like crazy the first few days. He grumbled and complained, but he knew that there truly was no other choice.
 
   When Aleah returned, they spoke at length about what had transpired in the past several days. Together, with Heather, they came to the conclusion that, while certainly with its share of downside, Kevin’s plan for Valarie was the best they could hope for in these times.
 
   Of course Kevin continued to struggle with it. He could not help but feel as if history were in some way repeating itself. He could divorce himself from those emotions, but he also realized that the world he now lived in was a much harsher, unforgiving place. Survival truly rested on a person’s ability to be able to care for themself, even if they were with a larger group. In fact, if a single person became a threat to the larger whole, it had to be dealt with in a way that the old and supposedly civilized society would certainly frown upon.
 
   Kevin had plenty of time to himself to think while Heather and Aleah left to forage for supplies. After a discussion with Colonel Shipley where Kevin had convinced the woman that he would tend to Valarie and her situation if she could just give him time to get on his feet…literally, the colonel made it clear that she was granting no more than what amounted to a stay of execution. She would give Kevin one month. If he had not made the arrangements by then, she would take the matter into her own hands. Kevin was also informed that they were not exactly welcome. It seemed that there had been some issues in the field involving Aleah and a certain Sergeant Seiber. 
 
   As he was able to get around more, he sought Erin. He had expected to find her with Heather, but after several days, he asked.
 
   “She joined some program that the soldiers have for new recruits,” Heather said.
 
   “So is she staying here or going with us?” Kevin had asked.
 
   “She said that she is done running. She says that these people are not trying to travel across the country for something that they can find right here.”
 
   Then there were the other stories from Heather. She had finally come to him and told him that, while they were good enough to help and do the grunt work, there was still an obvious division between the soldiers and everybody else. Kevin didn’t have that much problem with the notion that the soldiers set themselves apart. However, he also knew that divisions of any sort could fester over time and that would never end well.
 
   As he began to walk around the camp, he saw for himself what the girls had been telling him. The women of this all-female outfit had erected a sort of mental wall between themselves and “the others” of the camp.
 
   When the day finally came, he sat down with Aleah and Heather in the RV that they shared with four others. He purposefully waited for the RV to be empty because, while he did not believe that there would be any actual problems with their leaving, he still possessed a streak of paranoia. He saw no reason for anybody to be aware of where they were headed or what their eventual plans might be.
 
   They looked at a map that Heather kept and laid the course that would take them to their eventual destination: Mitchell, South Dakota. More precisely, just outside of Mitchell, but that was their target.
 
   “We can move parallel to the major interstates,” Kevin explained. “This will allow us to forage for supplies on the move. Now, I would have thought that we would need to completely steer clear of any large cities, but the zombies have migrated to the point where I believe we may actually be able to get closer and that should give us a better selection.
 
   “We can follow Interstates 70, 74, 80, 29, and 90. And I will say that, while we are setting out with a destination in mind, I will keep an open mind if we come across something better.” Kevin followed the route with his finger as he spoke. “One thing I will want us to try and locate, and this might be trouble, but we are going to need protective clothing…Hazmat suits would be great. Some of these cities like Indianapolis are going to be seething with disease from the decaying bodies, rotten…well…everything.”
 
   “Are you absolutely sure about this?” Aleah asked.
 
   Kevin knew she was not talking about the trip. She was looking away which he noticed was the norm anytime that they discussed Valarie.
 
   “We are doing what needs to be done,” Kevin insisted. “We are doing all we can, and then we can just hope for the best.”
 
   “I’m not worried about her,” Aleah snapped, her head came up and the tears in her eyes brimmed over. “I am worried about what this will do to you.” Kevin stared at her with obvious confusion. “I know how badly you wanted to save this girl…and I know why. But that is not your sister, Kevin.”
 
   “I know that. I’m very aware—”
 
   “No,” Heather interrupted. “You aren’t. You damn near killed yourself trying to help her. You went against all of your own rules. You risked everything to try and save her. Nobody is saying that you shouldn’t have tried to help, but where do you draw the line? How much more would you let that one person cost you…us?”
 
   “And what should I have done?” Kevin asked.
 
   “She had her life,” Heather said after looking at Aleah. She knew that Aleah wanted to say all of this, but would not because she loved Kevin so much and it was harder for her to express. Heather loved Kevin, too; but in an entirely different way. And he needed to hear this now or he might change his mind when it came down to actually executing the plan that he had laid out for her just a few weeks ago.
 
   “When you and Shari found that girl, she was doing okay. And she had been out of her medication then, right?” Heather asked, but did not wait for an answer. “You took her away from that. You took her from the one place she was comfortable and tried to treat her like nothing was wrong. The truth is, there is something wrong with her. Valarie is not like you or me.”
 
   “Watch what you say,” Kevin bristled.
 
   “Oh stop it,” Heather snapped. “You know damn well what I am saying. You cannot look me in the eye and say she is normal or fine. That doesn’t mean that there is anything wrong with her as far as her being less of a person, but she has needs that you can’t meet. And if you kept trying, you would kill all of us…and probably her as well.”
 
   “So when do we go?” Aleah asked.
 
   “The weather is starting to turn,” Kevin said. “The snow has started to melt. I say we go as soon as we can see the roofs of the houses to our southeast.”
 
   With that decision made, Kevin went to the colonel and told her that they would be going soon provided the weather held. The colonel seemed simultaneously relieved and reluctant.
 
   “Are you sure that you won’t consider staying? I’ve talked at length with the young Bergman girl. She makes it sound as if you are a bit of a genius.” 
 
   Kevin did not miss the emphasis on the word “you” when she asked him about staying. That was reason enough for him to be leaving. He had heard enough from Heather, and he also had not missed the looks that passed between Aleah and one soldier in particular that he could only assume to be Sergeant Seiber.
 
   If he stayed, then perhaps things could improve for Heather and Aleah, but he just did not like the idea of staying someplace that already had some sort of ‘class’ system set up. In fact, it helped him to realize something that he would need to be vigilant about from this point forward. Had he made those who joined late feel like they were at the bottom of some sort of hierarchal totem pole?
 
   “I think we will stick to my original plan,” Kevin said. 
 
   As he turned to leave, the colonel called after him. “Be careful out there, Mr. Dreon. And as much as you might try…you can’t save everybody.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I am certain of it,” Heather insisted.
 
   Kevin looked back. They were on an unidentifiable stretch of road, but Kevin recognized a few of the landmarks. They had stayed clear of anything resembling a populated area; he still did not like the idea of just waltzing into a town of any size. Besides, while the prosthetic foot worked well enough, it would not do well to have to undergo prolonged running. His ability to maneuver was hampered.
 
   The journey had been an arduous one. Valarie had shown less life than the zombies. When they made camp for the night, she would sit wherever somebody placed her and not move until morning. She fell asleep sitting up and didn’t even topple over during the night.
 
   At last their destination was in sight. Part of a wooden sign remained that welcomed visitors to Sage Farms. For the past twenty minutes, Valarie seemed to be coming out of her trance. When the sign loomed ahead, it was as if somebody threw a switch.
 
   “Kevin!” she said in a reverent whisper. “You brought me back to my kingdom.”
 
   Heather and Aleah looked at him with eyebrows raised in question. He smiled and reached into the pouch at his side, producing a blue sash that read “Princess of Sage Farm” in gold letters.
 
   “You found her here?” Aleah gasped. Of course they had all heard the story of Valarie’s discovery, but the fact of where they were did not dawn on her or Heather until that moment.
 
   The place was still much like they found it. Of course, some of what had been stored here had been relocated to the camp when Kevin and Shari had brought the full truck of goods and supplies, but there was still so much that had been left behind. As always, Kevin had been anticipating the possibility that they might need to have their eggs in more than one basket.
 
   “We will need to walk through this place and make sure that it hasn’t attracted any of the wrong sorts of attention…zombie or otherwise,” Kevin said.
 
   Valarie had already donned her sash and wandered off to inspect her kingdom. She was ducking in and out of the barns and sheds while Kevin, Aleah, and Heather took a tour of the one street that ran down what passed for downtown and inspected the few shops.
 
   “No looters,” Heather observed as they stepped out of the broken front window to the town’s only grocery store where Kevin had already done his part those months ago as far as clearing out any zombies.
 
   “I just hate that we took so much of her stuff,” Kevin sighed.
 
   They headed back to the enormous farm and came to a halt. What they saw was equal parts horrific and fascinating. Valarie had apparently drawn out a zombie. The creature was in terrible shape and looked to have gotten caught up in the barbed wire during its attempt to reach the girl. However, she had already wrestled or thrown it to the ground and was busy removing its legs from the knee on down with an axe that looked big enough to give Paul Bunyan some trouble. Yet she swung it cleanly and efficiently.
 
   When she was finished, Valarie walked away, but they could hear her talking and moved closer to listen.
 
   “…some new clothes. You can’t be around company dressed that way, little missy.”
 
   “Is she scolding the zombie?” Heather whispered.
 
   “I say we stay out of sight and just watch her for a day or two,” Kevin said as he nodded to Heather. “She had things going just fine before I came and saved her.”
 
   Heather and Aleah noticed the dripping sarcasm in his voice as he spoke, but neither acknowledged it. They had spoken on many occasions in the past few days about what they felt would be the best way to deal with Kevin and his issues of guilt in regards to his sister, and now Valarie. The conclusion they came to was to ignore it and hope that it died.
 
   The rest of the day, they took up hiding in the loft of a barn and watching Valarie. She seemed to have already forgotten them. Occasionally she would stop and look around. During those moments, her face would go slack and she seemed to almost melt to the ground.
 
   The first time it happened, Kevin wanted desperately to run to her, but she did not look to be in any danger or distress. In fact, it almost reminded him of a zombie after the killing blow was struck; she simply disconnected.
 
   By nightfall she had cut the legs off of three more zombies and started clearing out an area that looked like the beginnings of a garden. However, twice, Kevin was almost certain that he caught a glimpse of something moving in the shadows. It was never in the same place, and each time he tried to focus in on where he believed that he’d seen something, there was nothing there.
 
   That night, Valarie returned to her home. Kevin, Aleah, and Heather watched as light flickered inside and gave off a soft glow from an upstairs window. A few times, the light would fade and then reappear in another part of the house as, presumably, Valarie moved around. At no time did they hear any shrieks or screams.
 
   Morning broke with a vengeance as a storm rolled in bringing a torrential downpour. Valarie stayed inside her home and out of sight, but late that day, as the clouds broke and the sun made an appearance, she came out and went right to work on her garden.
 
   Kevin was embarrassed at his degree of amazement as he watched her return a few times to the Sage Farm in order to gather boxes and crates. He and the two girls followed her as she went about the remainder of her day. 
 
   He almost felt a degree of sadness at how she appeared to have completely dismissed him from her life as if he never existed. It wasn’t until just as the sky was growing dark and they had moved a bit closer to observe that he heard something that made him feel better.
 
   “Is she singing?” Aleah whispered.
 
   “One of Shari’s songs,” Kevin answered with a nod.
 
   He could not actually remember the words, but he knew that it was one of those sappy tween girl hits about undying love or some such thing. When she finished, she did that thing where she shut down—or at least appeared to do so.
 
   When she snapped out of her trance or whatever it was, she ducked inside the house for a moment. When she came out, she was holding a jar that looked like it contained pickles. She sat on the porch steps and opened the jar. Setting the jar beside her, Valarie folded her hands under her chin and said grace. But it was what she said at the end that convinced Kevin that they could leave in the morning.
 
   “And, Jesus, please bless Kevin and make him safe at night when he sleeps so that he is not eaten by the ugly people. And make the pretty girl love him with all her heart so that he will make babies someday because he will be the bestest daddy that anybody could have in their whole life. Amen.”
 
   The next morning, the trio headed west on the route that Kevin had laid out for them. As the day passed, Kevin became more and more certain that they were being followed. That sensation was partially a relief. If he had been correct and there was something skulking about back at Sage Farms, then it had apparently decided to follow them instead of linger around the farm.
 
   Late in the afternoon, Kevin led them to a dilapidated house that sat on a hill looking down at the road from its perch. The yard had begun making its claim on the home itself as vines snaked up the sides. Kevin imagined the house would be impossible to see within the next year or so judging by how much the brown vines already covered.
 
   “You two set up camp and get the fire started,” Kevin whispered when they got inside.
 
   “And what do you think you’re doing?” Aleah challenged.
 
   “Somebody has been following us.”
 
   “For how long?” Heather’s hand went to her side and the handle of the large blade that dangled from her belt.
 
   “Maybe since we left the soldiers,” Kevin admitted. “At first I thought I might be imagining.”
 
   “And you didn’t think it was something worth telling us?” Aleah waded into the discussion.
 
   “I wasn’t sure,” Kevin said with a shrug. “And besides, if whoever it is had something in mind, I imagine that they would have done something by now.”
 
   “So what exactly are you going to do?” Aleah asked. 
 
   She didn’t want to make an issue of it, but Kevin wasn’t exactly able to be too stealthy any more. She also had noticed that he would begin to limp as the day dragged on. Even with his walking stick, the all-day hikes were taking a toll.
 
   “I’m going to slip out back while you two keep talking. I will find someplace where I can keep an eye on things for a bit.”
 
   Heather shot Aleah a look as Kevin turned his back. The two nodded in agreement and Heather braced herself as she tried to find the best words.
 
   “Maybe I should be the one to go.”
 
   Kevin turned to Heather with almost no expression on his face. She could tell that he was struggling not to be angry, but she also saw the look of hurt flicker in his eyes.
 
   “I am still capable of handling things,” he insisted. “After all, whoever or whatever it is has been on our case for over a week and neither of you have noticed.”
 
   “Which does prove that you are still very capable,” Aleah spoke up. “However, there are going to be things that you can’t do…or at least can’t do as well.”
 
   Kevin fought back the sense of betrayal that was trying to gain a foothold. He knew down deep that they were correct. He was going to have to rely on them for certain things and start accepting that he did actually have limitations.
 
   “Fine, but the moment you see anything, you get inside,” Kevin conceded. “No funny stuff…no being a hero.”
 
   “Yes, Father,” Heather said with a smirk.
 
   Kevin and Aleah went about setting up camp for the night. They made sure to talk in conversational tones They didn’t have to wait long for the mystery to be revealed.
 
   Heather walked in the front door…hands in the air. Kevin already had his crossbow in his hand as the figure dressed in camo fatigues came in behind her. It took Kevin a few seconds longer than Aleah to see everything clearly.
 
   Aleah started laughing and he joined in. While he did not know particularly well the person standing behind Heather, he was confident that there was no imminent danger.
 
   Heather stared with first confusion, and then annoyance. “Are you through?” she asked after the laughing subsided to the occasional chuckle.
 
   “I think so,” Kevin managed. A snort escaped and he put his hands over his mouth and did his best to look serious.
 
   “I am glad you find this so amusing.” Heather was growing angrier and more confused as each second passed and her friends continued to find her being taken prisoner so funny.
 
   “Keep moving into the room,” the person behind her commanded. Whoever it was, they certainly had a deep voice. “Don’t do anything foolish to make me use this.” She felt something prod her in the small of the back. 
 
   “Look, whoever you are—” Heather started, but felt something prod her in the back again.
 
   “Keep movin’ before something bad happens,” the voice growled, and then the owner stepped out to the side. 
 
   “Yeah, I imagine that finger of yours is pretty dangerous,” Kevin chuckled.
 
   Heather looked back to see the person behind her hold up one gloved hand. The fingers of the glove were metal. Or, more accurately, had metal strips sewn on.
 
   “Catie!” Aleah exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I know why you all left,” Catie said, pulling the mask that covered the lower half of her face down. “I have wanted to get out of that place for a while. I wanted to leave with Willa, but she wouldn’t let me.”
 
   “Was there something going on there that I should know about?” Kevin asked.
 
   “No,” Catie said with a shake of her head. “Nothing like sinister or evil. Just that it seems the longer we go, the stricter they try to be with the military stuff. They refuse to believe that there is no United States anymore…that our job is over.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound like a reason to just up and leave,” Kevin said, a hint of doubt leaking into his voice.
 
   “This wasn’t just a spur of the moment thing,” Catie admitted. “In fact, I have been wanting out for a while. I want to go and see my family…see if any of them made it.”
 
   “Okay—” Kevin drew that word out to make it a question.
 
   “My mom and her family are from Sioux Falls. I won’t be any trouble. Making the trip alone would probably be suicide. I can fight, help forage for supplies, be part of the watch rotation—” Catie began talking faster and faster until the words seemed to be all jumbled and running together.
 
   “Look,” Kevin interrupted, “you don’t have to sell yourself. If you want to come with us, then you can. But why all the hiding in the shadows? Why not just come out and get our attention and then ask to come along.”
 
   Catie blushed. “I was worried when you guys brought that girl with you.”
 
   “Valarie?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Yeah, she was so whacked out back at camp. But when you guys brought her to that little town and left her at the farm…”
 
   “That is where we found her,” Kevin said.
 
   “Well the thing is, when you did that, I wasn’t sure if you guys were…” Her voice trailed off and she blushed even brighter red.
 
   “Bad guys?’ Aleah laughed. Catie nodded.
 
   “We brought her home because she was fine there before we took her away,” Kevin said. “And now that she is back there, maybe she will be okay again. Who knows? Actually, none of us are really ever going to be okay. However, I think we gave her the best chance she will have at anything resembling a normal life.”
 
   “But how can you be sure that she won’t…freak out like she was before?” Catie asked.
 
   “We can’t,” Kevin said with a sigh. “But what we have done is give her back the life she knew before we came along, and in that sense…maybe she is better off than we are at this point.”
 
   “How so?” Catie let her pack slide off her shoulders and she stepped in closer to the warm fire with the others.
 
   “Well…” Kevin gave it a lot of thought. In his mind, he knew why she was better off, but it simply was not something that he could put into words. “I just know that she feels safer. Considering all that we have seen…done…been forced to do these past months…” He couldn’t help but relive the last moments of people he’d come to know since the zombie rising.
 
   He saw that first girl he had cut down the night he and his friends decided to put the plan they never imagined implementing into play. He saw Cary as he knocked him out and left him in a defunct vehicle with a pistol and one bullet. He saw Mike in the corn field, Dr. Peter King outside the window of the pharmacy, and Willa. But worse than all of those, he saw Shari with tears in her eyes begging him to go, but to not leave her to the zombies.
 
   “What would we give to have just one hour of one day where we felt safe…at peace?” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   18
 
   Winter’s End
 
    
 
   Stepping out from between the two buildings, I looked around everywhere. Still no sign of Jake or Jon. I could not believe that they were doing what they said they were going to do.
 
   A glance at the sky told me that I had waited as long as I could. A slight glow could be seen to the east. Dawn would break shortly, and when it did, I needed to be far from here.
 
   A low moan carried on the morning stillness, sending shivers down my spine. Sure, I have seen…heck, I’ve killed hundreds of the undead. However, this place was almost like an oasis. It had a limited form of power from these huge wind turbines, as well as solar power. The folks here had hot water for crying out loud.
 
   Only, there was something dark underneath. The place had as many jail cells and areas that were off limits as it did places that were open. In fact, I’d be willing to bet there were actually more places that you could not go than those that you could.
 
   The woman that had said she was going to get me away from the others was a perfect example. When she woke up after that stuff Jon gave me to put in her water wore off, I had never seen such hatred in a person. I was really glad that she had that gag in her mouth because I could tell that all the stuff she was saying to me was unpleasant. Of course, when I waved that syringe she had hidden under her bed at her, her expression changed. And when I acted like I was going to inject her with it…well, let’s just say that her reaction made me at least able to stomach what Jon and Jake had done. I still didn’t like it, but I guess I won’t lose as much sleep.
 
   Moving down the back side of the building, I stayed quiet, but I made sure to turn the knob on every single door that I passed. When I reached the last one, I had to stop and watch for the roaming sentry. I had to let him make three passes so that I had the timing down. Jon nailed it when he said that the rovers were too comfortable and would not expect anything, so it should be no problem slipping by them. The real problem would be when I got to the fence.
 
   Staying in the shadows, I followed the fence all the way to the stream. I was almost there when the scream came. I knew that scream. Anybody still alive knows that scream. It was only seconds later when I heard another. The time to go was now. I sprinted for the stream.
 
   I was three or four steps in when the freezing coldness caught up and made me stumble. It was like somebody was shooting me with ice needles from the knees on down. I stepped wrong on a rock or something and stumbled a bit. Had it not been for the sudden flurry of activity in the camp town, the guys up on the tower just about thirty feet away would have heard me for sure.
 
   I pulled the snips out and cut the wire as quick as my cold hands would allow. As I pulled the mesh back, I thought I heard somebody yell for me to stop. I ducked through, which was not as easy as it sounds considering that I had to get down on my hands and knees. That put the water at my chin.
 
   I cursed the mountain that the snow melted from to create this little rush of freezing water. I could not even breathe because it was so damn cold.
 
   As I came out the other side of the huge concrete pipe, cutting the grate on that end as well, I heard all hell breaking loose on the other side of the wall. Sticking my head out, I was only a little surprised that the guards on the closest tower were not in the least bit interested as to what was happening on the outside of the wall. All the activity was on the inside.
 
   I only had to make it the length of a few football fields of open ground before I reached safety. I thought back on my days playing high school football. Why did I have to be a big, bulky offensive lineman? Why couldn’t I be one of those speedy little wide receivers? Oh well, nothing to do about it now.
 
   Just before I bolted, Jon’s words came back to me. “When you make your run for it, don’t look back. Just go all out and be sure to zig and zag at random intervals to lessen the chance that somebody will be able to put a bullet in your back.” While it wasn’t very comforting, it did manage to give me something to focus on. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I counted to three in my head and made a break for the distant trees. In my mind, I heard a voice screaming for me to zig or zag. I broke left, still angling for the distant woods. Then, I broke right, but went left again after just a few strides.
 
   As I ran harder, it took me a bit to realize that I was holding my breath. That explained the burning in my chest that was starting to cause me to panic. Much sooner than I would have believed, I was at the trees. I actually dove headfirst into the brush, rolled twice and ended up on my back.
 
   I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, but then the slow realization came: I made it! Even more exciting, I was almost sure that they hadn’t even noticed me. 
 
   By now, that place was live with gunfire. I had no idea what Jon or Jake were doing in there, but it sounded like a war zone. I guess hearing all of that and being so focused on the place was why I didn’t hear the zombie until it was almost right on top of me. Thank goodness they can’t tiptoe. I yanked it by the arm and brought my blade up under its chin. That was easy enough, but when I turned back, I saw something far more frightening than just a few zombies.
 
   A group of figures were huddled together beside the ruins of a house. From where they stood, I doubted that anybody on one of the watch towers could see them. They were taking a very serious interest in what was going on at the compound. I could only guess that this was one of the other factions that supposedly existed in the area.
 
   Using my binoculars, I was able to count eleven people, but they were really good at using the shadows, so I couldn’t make out any clear details. However, there was a lot of pointing and animated conversation.
 
   “You gonna stay here all day?” a voice whispered in my ear.
 
   I probably would have screamed if Jake’s big hand wasn’t over my mouth. I stared at him with what I hoped came across as serious disapproval. He just smiled and took his hand away.
 
   “Where is Jon?” I asked.
 
   “Who knows, but we are supposed to get our butts moving, so let’s go.”
 
   “Did you see those guys?” I hiked my thumb over my shoulder towards the group that was still gathered and watching from the shadows as people screamed and weapons could still be heard being fired from within the walled complex.
 
   “Yep,” Jake said as he ducked into the brush. “And there are four other groups just like ‘em in different locations. I imagine they will be wanting to loot whatever they can from that place once things die down. Thing is…who is gonna be brave first.”
 
   Jake made that all sound so simple. I followed him and we travelled for a while before he pulled up.
 
   “You need to keep this to yourself,” he said to me in his serious voice. Before I could say anything, he continued. “What we did, we did for the group. We aren’t proud of it…but if we didn’t do something drastic, then our little group was going to be in for some serious trouble.”
 
   “I understand.” And I guess I did to a point. I still didn’t like the idea of contaminating a water supply with tainted blood and turning a bunch of people into zombies, but I guess that is why they are real soldiers and I am just a kid.
 
   “Are you sure?” Jake asked. “Because I don’t really know about most of the others, but I am certain that Dr. Zahn would have a fit if she knew what we did. She wouldn’t care about all the reasons why…she just wouldn’t understand.”
 
   I think that is where Jake was wrong. I think Dr. Zahn might be the only person that would understand. After all, she was military just like they were, and she is all about making sure that we survive. But this was my chance to prove that I could be one of them…I could be one of the soldiers and not just Billy Haynes, high school kid from Portland, Oregon.
 
   “Sure would have been nice to hit their armory,” I sighed.
 
   Our group was almost completely out of bullets. We had a stash of them for an emergency, but it would not be enough to last. I think it was more symbolic than anything else. In fact, I was starting to think that maybe we only had them for a last ditch situation where we would rather go out fast than be eaten…but I couldn’t be sure.
 
   “Yeah,” Jake said wistfully. “All this toe-to-toe fighting can get a bit dicey even at the best of times.”
 
   I had no idea what would be considered the best of anything when it came to fighting. Once again, I guess that was just my inexperience showing through.
 
   We hiked through the day. I wanted to ask about Jon, but I just kept thinking that either Jake would say something or Jon would show up. By the time it grew dark, the latter was starting to look very unlikely.
 
   Sitting by the fire, I tore open a package of stale peanuts. That was the extent of my big haul from the place. I looked at them and tried to remember a time when something like this was no big deal. It was becoming more and more difficult.
 
   Jake said he would take first watch, so I climbed up into my hammock that was suspended about ten or so feet above the ground and went to sleep.
 
   When I woke up, it was not to Jake poking me with a stick to tell me it was my watch…it was to the sun shining through the trees and into my eyes. I popped up and looked around. My first thought was that he had drifted off on his watch, but then I saw that his pack was gone.
 
   Climbing down, the first thing I did was check the fire. It was still glowing coals. I didn’t know exactly what that told me in relation to how long Jake had been gone, but I was pretty sure that it would have burned out within a few hours if left untended.
 
   Looking at the sky, I could see that it was a while past sunrise. So, my guess was that Jake left right around dawn. That was great…I still had no idea where he went…or why.
 
   I dug through my own pack and pulled out some hardtack and nibbled on that with some dried meat of unknown origin. By the time I finished my meal, such as it was, I had polished off the last of my canteen. The good thing was that there would be plenty of streams to grab a refill.
 
   I started off back home. I could feel the temperature dropping as the day progressed and I got up farther into the mountains. Being all alone, I didn’t have to worry about keeping anybody’s pace.
 
   Late that day, the snowline came into view. At first it was just patches here and there in the shade. After a while, I made the decision to move off road. It would be slower going, but I did not want to leave an obvious trail just in case things had not resolved themselves back down at the compound.
 
   That got me to thinking about Gabe. I was having trouble with everything. And right in the center of it all was Gabe Winters. He had seemed so helpful when we first met him that day just over a week ago. He could have taken out Jon and Jake with the people he had with him. So…why join up and then want to overthrow everything? And if he was coming from Idaho, then what was his connection with that specific group in La Grande?
 
   The more I pondered it, the less sense it all made. And what was the deal with wanting Melissa and her baby? Something was just not adding up for me. 
 
   I made camp for the night, and when it came time to climb into my hammock up in the trees, I guess I just expected Jake or Jon…or both, to come walking up like nothing happened. They didn’t.
 
   And that is how each night went as I made my way back to the others. I did waste one whole day two days after Jake vanished. I found a big tower and climbed to the top. From there I had a pretty good view of the surrounding area. I spotted a few zombies wandering around, even saw what I was pretty certain had to be some survivors as they made their way along a partially washed out logging road that wound through the woods. Each time they passed through a clearing in the trees, I saw them. 
 
   It was funny; they were obviously keeping their eyes peeled for zombies. If they knew that a living person was watching them, I wonder if they would have tried to make contact…or if they would have run away. As it was, they were heading back the way I’d come—towards La Grande. 
 
   I had to wonder if maybe the word was starting to get out that there were communities starting to form up. Also, from what little I had observed, it looked like they were not working together. Was this the start of rebuilding? And if it was, were we just going to go back to the old ways? Hating anybody who might be different?
 
   I stayed up in that tower all day and into the night. When darkness came, I was surprised to see as many little dots of light as I did. There had to be at least fifty! And those were just the ones that I could see. That meant there were people out there. More living than perhaps we might have realized.
 
   That got me to thinking. Why couldn’t we all come together? Why couldn’t we all fight to secure someplace? Why did we have to immediately take sides…draw lines…pick and choose who we would include or exclude? 
 
   When morning came, it was bright and sunny. Looking around, I tried to pinpoint some of the places where I had seen light from fires. It was all just green pines frosted with the vestiges of the snow that fought to hold on to the world just a while longer. However, I was seeing more bare patches. Winter might still have a bit of life left in it, but spring was coming.
 
   I resumed my journey, and two days later, I arrived at the road leading to the place I called home. I could not help but feel a sense of disappointment and sadness over the apparent loss of Jon and Jake. Every single day, I kept expecting them to appear. They would come up on either side of me as I walked and act like nothing had happened.
 
   As I headed down the road that led down and would eventually deposit me at the entrance of Death Alley, I passed a few zombies scattered and sprawled in the snow. I paused and was only a little surprised to discover that these had to be fairly recent kills. They had no accumulation of snow on them and the bits of brain splattered around their heads still glistened with a trace of moisture.
 
   As I continued down the road, I started to pass more and more of the downed creatures. I felt my heart speed up. Then I smelled smoke. 
 
   Breaking into a run, I flashed a quick glance at the stand right as the road empties into the grounds. It was empty. Looking up at the cabin, things looked peaceful. That was a problem. It was midday and nobody was out and about. Shielding my eyes, I looked up at the crow’s nest but it was too shadowy. I grabbed my binoculars and felt a lump in my throat when I confirmed that it was empty.
 
   When I heard the shriek, I drew my weapon and took off at a run. I had no idea if what I was charging into was living or undead, but there was no disputing the sound of Thalia screaming. I would do what I had to to save her…or die trying.
 
   The snow was slush and like running in quicksand. It was worse than those dreams you have sometimes where the faster you run, the slower you seem to go. As I crossed the drawbridge, I saw at least a hundred zombies wandering around in the moat. 
 
   The last bit was all uphill and I slipped twice. The second time, I shrugged out of my pack and scrambled to my feet. As I reached the parking lot, I found at least fifty dead zombies scattered about. The door to the cabin was open and I felt dread start to squeeze my heart.
 
   Why did I ever leave? I wondered. What was supposed to be a supply run had turned into mass murder and the loss of the best fighters we had. I just could not believe that it was going to end like this. In my heart, I was certain that I would find the last of my friends and people I loved either dead or walking dead inside that cabin.
 
   My feet skidded when I reached the porch and I didn’t need to look down to know I was standing in a puddle of blood. As I looked inside, I saw what I was almost sure was one of the soldiers that Gabe had left behind. He was torn in half and the upper part of him was trying to crawl towards me. Since it was unlikely that he would be catching up to me, I ignored him as I headed down the length of the porch and peeked around the corner. That was the direction that I had heard Thalia.
 
   I hopped the rail and moved down the side of the cabin. When I got to the back, I had a perfect view down to the picnic grounds and the creek…and my friends gathered around an eighteen-wheeler.
 
   It looked like everybody was down there…including Thalia who was standing on the bumper of the truck and pointing up at me. She screamed again, but this time I knew why. I broke into a run, and that is why I never saw the person that lunged out from between two big mounds of snow and knocked me to the ground. We rolled twice and I ended up on top. I already had my machete drawn and had somehow managed the miracle of not only keeping it in my grasp, but also not cutting me or my assailant. That last part was about to be remedied. I put the blade to the person’s throat and froze when I realized it was a girl.
 
   That pause was only for a second though and I pressed the sharpened steel to the exposed, slender throat. The eyes that stared back at me went through a whole bunch of emotions until they finally settled on recognition.
 
   “Billy?”
 
   “Shelly.” I hissed. “I see you have returned. And with zombies again?”
 
   “It’s not what you think,” she tried to explain. The problem was that I had heard it all before.
 
   “Billy Haynes,” a familiar voice snapped from behind me. “Get off that girl this instant.”
 
   “But—” I started to protest.
 
   “I said get off that girl,” Dr. Zahn repeated.
 
   I looked down at her and felt my eyes narrow. This wasn’t over. She stuck her tongue out at me!
 
   “Well, look who decided to show up.”
 
   “Jake?” I spun around. “But…but…”
 
   “Heard a commotion just before sunrise—” he started to explain.
 
   “You never woke me for my watch!” I interrupted.
 
   Jake had the decency to look embarrassed when he spoke. “I fell asleep, kid. I didn’t realize how damn tired I was and drifted off.”
 
   “But I watched…I waited…what happened?”
 
   Jake explained that the “commotion” ended up being Jon—sort of anyways. He had been on our trail when he ran into scouts from some group that had come down to see what all the commotion was about in La Grande. According to these people, that particular compound was suspected in the kidnappings of people from several of the smaller groups in the area. Jon had managed to free a handful of people before he left. One of them was the daughter of a member of the group he had encountered. They demanded that he stay so they could thank him proper with a little celebration. It seems they had an untapped keg of beer…their last one that they had liberated from some small pub and were saving for a special occasion.
 
   Jake insists that they came back for me, but he doesn’t seem to be able to remember exactly when that took place and admits to have consumed a few mugs of the brew before it dawned on him that he had left me alone.
 
   As for why we didn’t meet up or cross paths on my trip home, the forest is a big place. We could have been a hundred yards from each other and not known it. There was a compliment somewhere in the story about how they had been so impressed with not being able to find my trail.
 
   But there were still lots of questions. Why was Shelly here? What had brought all the zombies? And then there was Thalia’s scream.
 
   It turns out that Shelly brought a few friends with her and came asking permission to join the group. The two friends are men. Greg and Dave Carrigan. They are in their thirties, and they are identical twins. They also had a run in with Gabe Winters’ people a month or so ago. Apparently, Winters and his troop were only being partially truthful. Nobody could actually dispute that they were from a base in Utah, however, they were a foraging team for that compound in La Grande. The Carrigan’s had escaped when their small camp was hit just about twenty miles east of here.
 
   Fortunately, the five who had been left behind had not gotten a good look at them and so did not recognize them when they arrived with Shelly. After letting everybody know what the deal was, Dr. Zahn had drugged the five and tied them up. 
 
   Which led to the story of the zombies. The Carrigans knew where there was a huge cache of supplies that Winters and his people had stashed. They had gone out for it and drove it back. And that explained the big rig parked down on the backside of the hill. There was no way to get it across the drawbridge, much less up the hill. A large herd had followed them and had to be handled. 
 
   The fight had been a rough one by the looks. And I had missed it. Shelly had been on watch at the stand and gone up when she heard the truck arriving. She had started to kill what she thought were just a few stragglers, then the herd came around the corner to the east and she had run to warn everybody.
 
   They had to fall back when over five hundred had made it across the drawbridge. They were actually preparing to try and escape into the woods and make for the fallback location when Jake and Jon arrived a few hours ago and waded into the fight with the people from the group that they had met outside of La Grande.
 
   As we start the clean-up, there are now fifty-seven men, women, and children living here. We don’t have enough room as it stands. The talk is to see about moving down into La Grande. Jon and Jake believe that they might be able to unify other groups and that, within the year, if everybody works together, we could take back the entire city.
 
   It seems that spring might be a very busy season.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Keep going for the original short, “That Ghoul Ava: Her First Adventures*”
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That Ghoul Ava
 
    
 
   It’s Sunday. I hate Sundays. If cornered, I’d say I hate Tuesdays, too. They’re just such Nothing days. Oh…and it’s snowing; but I love the snow, so it makes today a bit of a wash.
 
   Wait! I’m being so rude. My name is Ava Birch.  It’s pronounced Ay-va.  I’m not some shiny, white robot in a Disney flick in love with a trash compactor, so do not call me Eee-va.  Oh yeah, and I’m a ghoul.
 
   Now before you get all weirded out, I’m not a zombie and I’m not a deranged vampire. I don’t lie in wait for innocent men, women, and children and feast on them. I eat the already dead. And no, I don’t hang out in graveyards and dine on those about to be buried. Do you know what sorts of things they pump into dead bodies? Then I suggest you read Behind the Formaldehyde Curtain by Jessica Mitford.
 
   Ewwwwww!
 
   Ghouls, for those of you in utter confusion or sucked into the strange alternate realities that besmirch a ghoul’s good name, eat the dead. We aren’t contagious. We can’t bite or scratch you and turn you—a good thing for those who have found themselves in my bed—into one of us.  (Poor, unwitting necros.)  From what I understand—I’ve only met one other ghoul and he wasn’t very helpful—our condition is genetic. Then, we have to die in such a way that enough remains to come back.
 
   I’m sure there are a thousand things I could tell you, but I’m equally sure that, if it’s important, it will come up over the course of events. What you do need to know is that I’m no Betsy Sinclair or Amanda Feral!  I’m pretty sure my love of blue eye shadow, 80s fashion sense, and adoration of Poison—the group, not the substance—would prevent me from ever being confused with the likes of them.
 
   Did I just mention Poison? I’ve got to admit, if Brett Michaels ever succumbs to his illness, I may have to rethink my dietary rules. If I could manage to sneak his cold, blue body from whatever morgue he ended up in? Mmmmmm…Brett Michaels.
 
   I had a thing for C.C. DeVille, but he got all clean and sober. That skinny little bastard will probably live to be ninety. That’s a bit too stringy for me.
 
   Anyways, I’ve digressed enough. Back to me. How did it all start? And what were those first few weeks like? Chances are, if you’re reading this, you know tons about zombies, vampires, and maybe werewolves. Unless of course, your exposure to the undead consists of that silly Twilight crap…yuck! Well, I’m here to tell you that the undead aren’t all sexy twenty-somethings or pretty boys with six-pack abs.
 
   I was thirty-two when I went through The Change. It was 1999, and I was not—in fact—partying like the song suggests.  That year was terrible. My husband left me for a girl he was having a not-so-subtle affair with from his office. I can’t be too mad; I’d had a fling of my own with a bartender at the restaurant where I was a waitress. Still…I wasn’t gonna run away with him or anything. It was casual flirting that lead to sitting in a car after work passing a bottle and a joint back and forth. One thing led to another, and pretty soon we were doing the ‘back seat mambo’ while Every Rose Has Its Thorn played on the car stereo.
 
   The autopsy on my marriage went something like this: we were married for six years; stopped having regular sex after two; and were down to birthday and anniversary sex after four. Last I heard, Edgar was still married to that sl—.  Excuse me, to that sweet girl. They even had twin girls. Good for him…them.
 
   The worst part about the divorce was that I was a waitress. He was/is a rising executive in an advertising firm. I ended up in a rundown apartment complex in Southeast Portland. He has a gorgeous colonial in Tualatin. I didn’t ask for alimony, and since we didn’t have any children…I was pretty much back to square one.
 
   I never cared much for school. I met Edgar at a party thrown by twice-removed mutual friends. Honestly, I wasn’t gold-digger. We met. We hit it off. The freaky sex was fun. Marriage just sorta happened. I wish it was more exciting than that, but real life seldom is.
 
   After we split, I tried to reinvent myself about a dozen times. Somehow, I always ended up waitressing in places with party atmosphere bars, going home—or at least to the parking lot—with too many co-workers or big tippers, and waking up with that gnawing sense of self-loathing.
 
   When I looked in the mirror, I saw a used car. Sure, my Elvira-length, jet-black hair, gray eyes, and, oh yeah, thirty-eight DDs looked good. The time hadn’t run out yet on my hourglass figure, but I could see a few cracks here and there. Crows were definitely perching on the edges of my eyes, and my once-flat belly was developing a bit of a speed bump. Hey! I did say I was thirty-two.
 
   One morning I just fell off my mental ledge. I’d woke to a phone call from my most recent boyfriend who decided that he needed to “at least try and give an honest go” at being a good husband to his wife. That meant those plans we’d made for my thirty-third birthday the next week were probably scratched.  Somehow, I ended up standing in front of my medicine cabinet.  A moment later, all my prescription bottles were empty…along with the half a bottle of white zin I had left over from the previous day’s lunch.
 
   Now, I don’t know all the mojo and hocus pocus that went on. What I do know is that I woke up two days later on my bathroom floor. I admit I sat there wanting to cry, but nothing happened. That should’ve been my first clue. I mean, it was like my brain was telling me I was sad, but the voice in my head trying to pass on that message was two doors down and had a rag stuffed in its mouth.
 
   When I stood up and looked in the mirror, I did one of those “Eek! I saw a mouse!” squeals. My eyes were (are) black. I don’t just mean the pretty part. I had two shiny black orbs staring back at me. Then I did something a bit silly…I blinked a few times like that might help.
 
   After I got over trying to fake out my reflection by jumping out from, and back in front of the mirror a dozen or so times, I huffed a stand of hair out of my face and ventured into my apartment. That was when I got surprise number two: it was the middle of the night. My place was shrouded in darkness. Of course that had me dashing back into the bathroom. Nope, the light was definitely out. I could see in the dark! Weird. Right?
 
   So many times, you hear about people turning Were or Vamp—or whatever else there is to turn into—and there is some sort of guide or helper that shows up to at least walk them through those first awkward steps.  Hell…even Buffy had Giles.  Guess who showed up to help poor little Ava? Nobody. Well, there was that one guy…but that was way late and I mostly had it down by then.
 
   While I was wandering around my apartment amazing myself at things like how well I could see—even when I stepped inside my closet and shut the door—I smelled it. How do I describe it? Imagine your favorite food is cooking in the kitchen. Now, multiply it by about a hundred so that the smell seems to be seeping into your pores. It’s so thick that you taste it in the back of your throat. Got it? Well it’s like that coupled with a weird homing beacon thingy so you know exactly where to go to serve up a big plateful.
 
   Here’s where it gets yucky. I could feel my mouth doing…something. I resisted the pull of the homing beacon (which is apparently quite a feat for a ghoul) and ran into the bathroom. Then I did another one of those “Eeks!” only this time it was like I’d seen a machete-wielding serial killer. My mouth had changed all right. A set of razor-sharp chompers had sprouted, complete with fierce-looking fangs—upper and lower—replacing my normally pretty white teeth that mommy and daddy spent a fortune on when I was younger. I don’t care who you are, headgear in sixth grade is far more embarrassing than your first bra or first period.
 
   So I’ve got this wood chipper for a mouth now, and even worse, my toothy grin could be substituted for a close up from something out of Shark Week. You’ve heard the expression ‘ear-to-ear grin’? Well, I actually had one!
 
   By now, there is this disgusting strand of drool dangling from my chin. I want to be totally mortified, but that smell seems to be physically pulling me towards it. The next thing I know, I’m in the parking lot of my apartment complex, and in what seems like two steps, I’m past the dozen or so parking spaces and standing beside the big, green Dumpster for use by the tenants. There is a vile, nasty, seeped-in-his-own-filth wino sprawled on the ground.  He may as well have been a plate of cheese-stuffed tortellini with pesto and caramelized garlic.
 
   I stared down at him. He was so grimy and shaggy. He had that uni-bomber beard going on, and the hair on his head was matted, sticking out from under a beanie that looked to have been dipped in motor oil.
 
   Oh well…presentation isn’t everything.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, I was chowing on my wino-buffet. When I was done, I gurged up his clothes, shoes, ratty socks, and that beanie like a cat with a hairball.
 
   I was still in a bit of a daze when I got back to my apartment. My brain was trying to process what I’d done, but I couldn’t muster up even a teensy weensy bit of revulsion. After brushing and flossing and brushing again, I flopped down on my couch. Then, that first beam of sunlight shot through my partially open curtains. It was like a laser trying to burn through my skull.
 
   I was literally climbing my living room walls to get away from it. My fingernails had become vicious claws. Huh. That’s interesting. I’m fairly certain that was the extent of my thoughts at the moment. That, and Sunlight bad! Ava no likey!
 
   The lesson I took away from that was, if I’m spooked or threatened, I get all ‘scary monster’ with long claws. Did I fail to mention that my toenails had done pretty much the same thing, ruining a perfectly good pair of Nikes? I tried to imagine the look on the face of that little Korean lady who I went to on the rare occasions when I could afford to treat myself to a mani-pedi.
 
   Anyways, I spent the rest of that first day in my bedroom closet. Funny thing was that I didn’t actually sleep. I heard everything going on around me. I heard the mailman slide my bills and all the advertisements addressed to ‘occupant’ through the slot on my door. I heard the children in the complex leave for school and eventually return. I heard that sleazebag neighbor, Elliot Richards, kiss his wife—who worked two jobs to his none—as she hurried off to catch the bus. Twenty minutes later I heard Belinda Beatty, the nineteen-year-old slut with two kids from two different fathers who lives off welfare and a little undeclared babysitting money—along with whatever she wrings out of the guys like Elliott who she visits at all hours of the day—knock on his door for a mid-morning bang. I do believe I told you I live in a slummy little apartment complex.
 
   Funny thing, while I was sitting in my closet, avoiding sunlight, listening to a forty-year-old perv play out some sort of sick fantasy with a nineteen-year-old hussy, my nails sprouted. It’s like my Hulk powers! I get scared or angry and my hands and feet go all switchblade.
 
   I was going just a little crazy when I discovered that I can dial my attention around like a radio. I even have a bit of a SEEK function. My downstairs neighbor had a home visit by his parole officer. The Hispanics four doors down were watching one of those over-the-top telenovelas. The managers were making a list of all the folks who were late with rent. I wasn’t on it…
 
   Yay!
 
   So I sat there all day doing the equivalent of channel surfing. At some point, it struck me: my phone hadn’t rung. I didn’t recall seeing the little flashing light indicating that I had voicemail. Nobody had knocked on my door to see if I was okay.
 
   I didn’t matter.
 
   At some point, I had fallen through the cracks. I was indistinguishable from all the other anonymous faces in the crowd. Not even my work had called. At some point, you’d think that at least my place of employment would be… aware?...concerned?...something.
 
   I tried to cry again…but nothing happened. And even more interesting, my claws didn’t come out. I couldn’t muster the tiniest bit of anger over the lack of reaction that my possible disappearance had created…or not created?
 
   Finally, darkness fell and I ventured out of my little closet.  I went into SEEK mode just to get an idea of what everybody around me was up to. It turned out to be a whole lot of nothing.  
 
   It was weird. In my neighborhood, women didn’t just go out for a casual stroll. In fact, any female out wandering the streets around these parts is either apparently looking to score drugs or turn tricks. Now, in my defense, I was not really aware of those facts when I left my apartment.
 
   I heard a few “Hey, baby!” and “How much?” comments along with a laundry list of non-prescriptions available for “reasonable prices” or an exchange of services.  Half I’ve never heard of and a quarter that I don’t believe are actually possible.  (The services, not the drugs.) The drugs I’d mostly heard of from the high school kids that live in the complex.
 
   So…you ever go to the mall and wander around for no reason? What am I saying…of course you have. Anyways, you walk past the food court and you aren’t even thinking about food. Then…you see all those neon lights and perfectly placed display pictures that show burgers with a thick slice of tomato that has a curious beading of moisture even though it is jutting out from a bun that has oddly symmetrical sesame seeds seductively toasted to a perfect shade of tan. You totally weren’t hungry. Yet, before you know it, you’ve got a hubcap-sized cinnamon roll, a triple latte, and a bag of jelly beans in every flavor known to man, woman, or beast.
 
   Apparently, people who are dying—whether it is from the slow poison of drugs and alcohol or the silent killers Hep C, AIDS, or an undiscovered, soon-to-blow aneurism—are like giant crock pots giving off the scents of simmering goodness.  Normal people who bustle past those undesirable folks who wander the streets of the city have no idea how much death or near-death they brush past every single day.  
 
   It might surprise you that, of the newspapers that still actually print obituaries, only a small percent of the people who die each day are given a mention. First off, somebody has to care enough to tell the voice message of whatever poor sap is assigned the thankless job of writing them.
 
   Let me take a moment to make a point. How many of you actually know the names of your neighbors? On both sides?  Now…a step further. What about the person two doors away?  See what I mean? I’m just as guilty. I mean, I knew faces, and sometimes I would realize that I hadn’t seen a particular face for a while. Not that I ever followed up on where he or she or they disappeared to. They were usually replaced by a new person that I wouldn’t ever know. 
 
   The fact that I’d not been seen or heard from in three days and nobody noticed was an introduction to just how easy it is for people to go missing without it mattering. And that’s when I realized that I’d never go hungry. Sorry…I just went full-blown activist for a moment there; back to my walk.
 
   I was amazed at the sights and smells. And even stranger, I couldn’t smell body odor or people’s woodstoves and fireplaces.  I could smell the dead and dying. At the moment it was just the dying. That’s when I passed by a couple of regular old garbage cans. As a former self-professed chocaholic, I could almost tell you just how dark or milky a chocolate was by smell.
 
   Coming from those garbage cans was the most sugary sweet smell I’d ever experienced. I mean I wasn’t even a little bit hungry…I guess from the previous night’s wino. Still, there I was digging through the coffee grounds, empty cans, eggshells, and razor blade cartridges.
 
   A baby.
 
   No! I didn’t eat it. I’m a ghoul, not some sort of mindless eating machine. Well…unless my hunger reaches a certain point apparently, but that is a story for another time. The tiny thing was blue from cold, but my senses told me it was still alive.
 
   I scooped up the poor thing and loped (I know! It’s crazy.  Ghouls don’t really run…we lope) to a nearby gas station. I think the young man behind the register made dirty in his underpants. Yep.  I forgot all about my eyes…the whole ‘all black’ thing. That along with my primer-gray skin tone and the fact that the yummy smell had made my teeth go all Bruce-the-Great-White-Shark.
 
   “I found this in a garbage can.”
 
   At least that’s what I tried to say.  Ghouls can’t talk when their teeth drop and the jaw widens. Who knew! I imagine it sounded more like grggh-mmph-shrush-grnglz. The kid did something fairly predictable. He fainted.
 
   Fortunately, I spent eight months in a job just like this. So, I ripped the vest off of Mister Sleepy and wrapped up the babe.  I tucked it in the kid’s armpit and moved the little plug-in heater close enough to keep the infant warm. Next, I went to the backroom, snapped off the doorknob and took the digital video recorder. (Wow.  It was a VHS back in my day.) Then I flipped the phone off the hook with my claw. Oh…didn’t I mention that I was very angry? Why? Are you asking me why? Seriously?  The whole finding the baby in the garbage can thing…hello? So I dialed 911 and then I split. It was the best I could do. (Good news…the next day…on the television…Mister Sleepy was getting the hero treatment and the baby was reported as “recovering nicely” in a local hospital.)
 
   Once that little chore was handled, I went back to the scene of the crime. I wasn’t an expert, but the fact that the little baby wasn’t dead meant whoever (Is it ‘whoever’ or ‘whomever’? I never know which one to use) had done such a terrible thing should be close. Well…unless it’d been some sort of drive-by ordeal. But at the time, I was fairly certain in my belief that the responsible party was near.  Standing in the shadows, I went into SEEK mode.
 
   “…can’t stop the crying, I’ll give you a reason…”
 
   Bingo
 
   Something told me that I’d found what I was looking for.  Now I got my first chance to practice a couple of those skills that I’d unwittingly discovered I possessed. I kept my focus on that voice and locked on to the blood trail.
 
   “…don’t think I’m supposed to bleed like this.”
 
   “Have a lot of experience squirtin’ out babies, do ya?”
 
   “Well…no…but—”
 
   “Just put on an extra pad and quit’cher damn blubberin’.”
 
   I so didn’t like this guy.
 
   “I still don’t know why we couldn’t have taken the baby to a church or hospital,” the female voice managed through sobs.
 
   “And answer a bunch of questions? Probably end up talkin’ to the cops? How you think that ends up?” Hating him more every second.  “Or maybe you want the cops to take me in.”
 
   “No, Greg,” the girl whimpered.
 
   I’d found them. It was one of those pay-as-you-stay hotels.  Or is it motel? I never really knew the difference. Anyways, they were on the ground floor and towards the back. A few of the units had the soft glow from a lamp shining in the window.  Not a single one had their curtains open even a crack. I fought to maintain my focus, but I was getting bleed over from nearby rooms. Great…it was like scanning a porn channel.
 
   Thankfully, once I was right outside the door, I could keep out everything but the couple…or as I was coming to think of them…dinner.
 
   “…at least put him on somebody’s porch and rang the bell or something?”
 
   “It’s done, Lisa!” Greg-the-bastard snapped.
 
   I heard more crying start up. A few seconds later, the television clicked on. The inane chatter and yelling in those stomach churning voices told me that they were watching that ridiculous Jersey Shore show. That was the last straw… somebody had to die.
 
   I tried the doorknob. No surprise, it was locked.  Plan B.  I knocked. I heard the blessed muting of the television and a bit of scuffled movement.
 
   “Keep your ass in the bathroom,” Greg-the-bastard whispered. Too bad for him that I have this freakish hearing.  I actually felt him lean his body against the other side of the door. Remembering my eyes…and teeth, I dropped my chin and let my hair fall down into my face a bit.  “Who is it?”
 
   Crap. I just realized I can’t talk when I’m rocking the shark mouth! I made a garbled, slurring noise and hoped that maybe I sounded like a junkie or a drunk. If I guessed correctly…
 
   The sound of a lock being turned was quickly followed by a door being yanked open.  How I love it when I’m right.
 
   “What the fu—”
 
   My head popped up and his voice just simply stopped. I reached out and grabbed him by the throat before he could finish peeing his pants. What is it with people and their bodily functions around me? My claws sank into the flesh of his throat and I had no problem stepping into the room and shutting the door with my foot. 
 
   By now, Greg was flopping and jerking like a fish on a hook just pulled onto the dock. It made me briefly remember back to when I was a little girl. My dad’s idea of a father-daughter outing was a trip to a river where we would spend the day not talking while holding a pole with a line in the water, waiting for a fish to bite. How come I hated that so much, but when he died of a heart attack shortly after I turned fourteen, I missed it so much? Hmm…
 
   But back to Greg. As his blood gushed from the holes in his throat, he began to smell like fresh baked bread.  I’m pretty sure I started to drool. Then he did that jitterbug shake and went limp in my grasp. 
 
   Chomp. Chomp. Chomp.  
 
   At some point I sat down at the foot of the bed to enjoy my meal. I was ‘gurging up socks, pants, tenny runners and underpants when I heard the muffled shriek followed by the thud. It seems that Lisa had poked her head out of the bathroom and promptly fainted. She wasn’t dead…just…resting. I went back to eating.
 
   After I finished, I went over to the prone figure sprawled on the stained and over worn carpet. I felt my mouth changing back and my claws were retracting, which got me to wondering. I guess I wasn’t hungry or mad anymore.
 
   I took a good look at the girl I’d laid on the bed. She seemed awfully young. I began poking around the room and eventually found her purse. A driver’s license! Ah-ha!
 
   Lisa Jenkins. The girl in the picture had that I-just-passed-my-driver’s-test grin on her face. Her sandy blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she looked every bit the age of seventeen. The girl sprawled on the bed was sporting a bad dye job. The unnaturally red hair was in need of washing, and the face had grime in some of the creases around the eyes and where the dimples poked in around her cheeks.  But under all of that, I could see hints of the seventeen-year-old in the picture.
 
   Then I found the wallet belonging to the currently-digesting-in-my-belly Greg Pitts. Well, well…it seems Greggy-poo was forty-one. Now isn’t that special. Things were starting to get clearer.
 
   I went into the bathroom and washed my hands and face.  The shark mouth and the claws were gone, but the icky skin tone—slate gray—and the scary black orbs where my eyes should be were still a problem. Wait! I’d seen something on the nightstand. I hurried over and scooped the dark sunglasses up and put them on. Next, I dimmed the lights and then sat down on the ratty, burnt-orange chair beside the bed and waited.
 
   After about an hour, Lisa began to stir. She rolled onto her side facing away from me and I heard her yawn. After a little stretching, she eased onto her back again. She must’ve thought it’d all been just a bad dream.
 
   Then she saw me.
 
   “Please don’t scream,” I said, trying my best to sound as unthreatening and non-ghoulish as possible.
 
   “Y-y-you…b-but—”
 
   “I can explain.” I can? “But you need to calm down and not get crazy.”
 
   “W-where’s Greg?”
 
   “Ummm…” I wasn’t stammering like her, but all of a sudden, I was the one tongue tied.
 
   “Take off his glasses.” Lisa was struggling to sit up. Just a hint of attitude was poking through the surface.
 
   “You probably don’t want me to do that,” I cautioned, folding my hands in my lap.
 
   “I don’t know who you think you are, but—”
 
   “I’m the one who found a baby in a trash can last night,” I snapped, cutting her off. Great, I could feel my fingertips and toes starting to tingle.  Deep breath, Ava. Wait…do I breathe? I pressed my lips together and glared daggers through the dark lenses of the sunglasses. I held my breath and counted. When I hit twenty without feeling anything, I distracted my anger by marveling at my lack of need when it came to respiration.  Meanwhile, Lisa was building up a new head of indignant steam.
 
   “…saw you doing something to Greg. But your face and your hands…” She was trying very hard to reconcile in her mind something she knew for certain that she could not have possible seen.
 
   “So what are you gonna do?” I blurted. “Call the cops?”
 
   Her face changed. Ha! I thought.  Gotcha there, Little-Miss-Smartypants. She was caught and I was certain she knew it.
 
   “Look,” I tried to sound pleasant, “I don’t know why you are worried about Greg. He sounded pretty much like a total jerk. And I’m guessing that he was the father of your baby. Last I checked…that makes him a bit of a pedophile. Actually, scratch that whole ‘bit’ part; that is sort of an all-or-nothing deal.  And, if you carried that baby anything close to full-term, you got knocked up at sixteen. That’s why he didn’t want you going to a hospital.”
 
   “But…” I could see her seeking some sort of defense. Lisa wasn’t a dumb kid…just misguided.
 
   “When did you run away?”
 
   “I didn’t,” she mumbled, her eyes going down and suddenly finding something interesting about the hands in her lap.
 
   “Folks kick you out?” What is it with parents? Okay, your kid screwed up. Is tossing them into the street and simply turning your back to the problem really a choice?
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   I reached over and took Lisa’s hand. I saw and felt her flinch.
 
   “You’re hands are freezing.” She pulled away and had the decency to blush.
 
   That’s because I think I’m dead and now I eat people.  Nope, can’t say that. At least not right this minute. I’d have to save that for later.
 
   “How ‘bout you come home with me,” I suggested. “This is no place for a girl to be calling home.” Not that my place was all that much better.
 
   “I don’t even know you,” Lisa said, but I could tell that her attempted hold out was a mere formality.
 
   “Ava Birch.” I stuck out my hand. 
 
   Obviously she still remembered my cold touch because she scooted back a bit.  Then she seemed to catch herself and sat up straight like she was gathering all her inner strength and resolve. I noticed how she pressed her lips together and that was the first time that I would wonder just how much of a monster I’d become after The Change. I’d have other epiphanies, but that’s for a later time.
 
   “Lisa Jenkins,” she said and shook my hand. Points for her, the wince of revulsion was hardly noticeable. “So, what’s your deal?”
 
   I glanced at my watch. It was almost five. The sun would be coming up soon and I needed to be back home. 
 
   “Let’s talk as we pack and go,” I urged.
 
   “Are you like a…vampire?” Lisa asked. She sounded unsure of herself.  As well she should, asking such a silly question.
 
   “No.” I stuffed a wadded up bundle of her clothes in a grocery bag. Of course, I was no longer certain that vampires were a myth. After all, I was a …what? At that moment, I didn’t know what I was.
 
   “A zombie?”
 
   “Did I try to eat your brains?” I snapped.
 
   “Is that what zombies eat?” Lisa ducked into the bathroom to grab some things. “I thought they ripped out people’s guts.  I saw this weird mini-series called Dead Set at Brenda’s Halloween party, but—”
 
   “I’m not a zombie.” 
 
   That’s what I said, but at that moment, I wasn’t a hundred percent certain. I didn’t know what she was talking about, the last horror movie I’d seen was Friday the 13th, part 3. It was awful. I’m more of a Sleepless in Seattle girl.
 
   “Well, you’re not normal,” Lisa said, standing in the middle of the room holding two grocery bags with a carry bag slung over one shoulder.
 
   “We can worry about this later,” I huffed. Suddenly I had this urge to find out what the hell I was.
 
   We left the rundown room with the big, dark stain on the carpet that used to be Greg Pitts.  Even if somebody called the police, there wasn’t all that much to go by. I had Greggy’s wallet, which, minus the thirty-two dollars it once held, I stuffed into a garbage can that was sitting on the curb waiting to be picked up that day. Besides, places like that don’t want cops crawling all over the place. I’d almost be willing to bet everyone who frequented that dump had a record…if not outstanding warrants. No…Greg was probably sucked up by a Stanley Steamer rented from the corner grocery store. I never heard anything about him on the news that next night, or any other night for that matter. The big story was about the ‘miracle baby’ and the heroic gas station attendant. Lisa didn’t cry…much.
 
   When we got back to my place, I let Lisa have the bed.  Fortunately for me, she was out like a light in no time. I ducked inside the closet just as I heard the daily ritual of daytime begin.  My phone still hadn’t made a peep, and continued to remain pathetically silent all day.
 
   I heard Lisa get up once and make her way into the bathroom. I was batting around a bunch of very lame excuses that would make my being in this closet sound reasonable. Nothing really stood out, but fortunately, Lisa flopped back onto my bed and was back asleep in minutes.
 
   I spent the day experimenting. I played with my SEEK ability. I tried to make myself mad so that my claws would come out. I figured it might be useful to have those weapons at my beck and call. Unfortunately, my claws aren’t like most of the men I’ve had in my bed…they knew I was faking it. However, I was able to bring on my shark mouth. All I had to do was think about my last meal. Sadly, it didn’t work when I thought about all my former faves like chocolate, bacon, and Ben and Jerry’s.  In fact, thinking about ‘normal’ food didn’t do a thing for me.  
 
   If I could have cried, that would be worthy of my tears, that’s for sure. Just because I don’t respond to those things doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten about the special place a pint of Chunky Monkey or a tube of chocolate chip cookie dough had for me on one of those crappy days when nothing went right, or my PMS was worse than normal.
 
   I poked my head out when the little crack at the bottom of the door was dark. Lisa was still sleeping. I didn’t smell anything, so I figured that, at the very least, she wasn’t dying. I let her be and went out to my living room.
 
   I was sorting her clothes so that I could wash everything when I heard a knock at my door. The thing was, I knew as soon as I heard it that it wasn’t really an actual knock. Whoever it was had placed their hand on the door twice. That ‘knock’ wasn’t meant to be heard by anybody other than me.
 
   I focused my hearing on the other side of the door and heard…nothing. No breathing. No rustling of clothes. In fact, it was a complete absence of sound. Hmm. There went my grizzly bear claws.  Fear brings them out. Who knew?
 
   I moved to the door and, like a total airhead, put my ear to it. Yep, my super-hearing didn’t pick up anything, but maybe if I place my ear to the door I’ll get something. I considered peeking out my curtains, but that seemed silly. Do people really think they can move their curtains and somebody standing outside won’t see? And seriously? Besides the breeze, does glass really protect you from anything?
 
   Still, a girl can’t be too careful I took off my sunglasses.  There was something about this stranger at my door that made me want to be at my scariest. I thought about last night’s snack.  Yay! Shark mouth! Now I was ready to open the door. I grabbed the handle and pulled the door open, ready to pounce.
 
   “Mrrgmph!” That was supposed to be “What the hell do you want?” I need to remember that I can’t speak with shark mouth.
 
   “Miss Birch?” A woman was standing at my door. She seemed to take the whole monster version of me in stride. I’m pretty sure she stifled a yawn!
 
   “Murgl?” Stupid shark mouth.
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   I cleared my head of all thoughts of food and wiped the thick, syrupy strand of drool off my chin. “Sure,” I said after an over-exaggerated swallow.
 
   The woman stepped past me and I realized that all my claws had retracted as well. I closed the door and clicked on a lamp.  My guest was trying to politely find an uncluttered section of my sofa to sit on.
 
   “My name is Morgan,” the woman began, and then paused.  She looked around with a raised eyebrow, quickly stood, and went to my bedroom.  She turned with an angry look on her face.  “I was led to believe you lived alone.”
 
   “Oh,” I hurried to the door, edging past to close it, “that’s Lisa,”
 
   “You’re childless,” whispered Little Miss State-The-Obvious.  “And you have no siblings.”
 
   “She’s a friend.”
 
   “You don’t have any friends.”
 
   “And you’re kind of a bitch,” I huffed. I felt my fingers and toes start to tingle.
 
   “Oh please,” Morgan said flatly, glancing down at my feet.
 
   “How about you tell me who you are and why you’re here,” I demanded.
 
   “I told you, my name is Morgan and—”
 
   “Morgan what?” I interrupted.
 
   “Just Morgan.”
 
   “What…like Cher or Madonna?”
 
   “Sure.” Ooo, somebody was getting ruffled.
 
   “Okay,” I agreed.  “But what do you want? I’m guessing you are some sort of scary night creature. That would explain why I couldn’t hear or smell you. Also, that might account for why you don’t seem to care that my eyes are like two black marbles, my mouth looks like something out of Jaws, and my fingers and toes sprout Ginsu knives when I get agitated.”
 
   “You failed to mention your unnatural pallor.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Your skin tone,” Morgan sneered and made an attempt to sound like she was talking to a six-year-old.  “But I’m here on business.”
 
   Okay, I thought, maybe I am stupid.
 
   “You tried to take your life recently.”  That was a statement, not a question. “When you came to, it was to…this.”  She said it like it was something dirty.
 
   “Fine,” I said with a nod. “But you haven’t really told me anything about why you’re here or who you are.”
 
   “I’m a psychic,” Morgan stated that like it meant something.  When it was obvious that I didn’t have even a smidge of a clue, she continued. “I have a link with anything undead in my territory.”
 
   “Your territory?”
 
   After rolling her eyes, she went on to explain that the fiction out there had it all wrong. Sure, vampires and such were real, but they didn’t run the show. Many cities—not all—had psychics.  Not the kind on television commercials or with cheesy ads in the papers. Real psychics don’t tell futures…per se. What they can see is something to do with a person’s proximity to death. Their other big ‘power’ is the ability to locate undeath. That is what makes them so powerful. A city’s psychic can tell where every vampire, ghost, shade, wraith, poltergeist, and yes, ghoul is located. That is what makes them so powerful…as well as feared.
 
   “Van Helsing was a psychic,” Morgan said.  “But what the stories didn’t talk about was the fact that he found religion,” she said that last word like it was dirty. “He decided to use his powers to try and eradicate anything undead. Dracula was simply a big name, sorta like the Oprah of the times.”
 
   “So this whole undead thing,” I’d stood there listening long enough and had questions, “it ties to me how?”
 
   “You’re a ghoul.”
 
   Well…there it was. At least now I knew…sorta. I didn’t have even the slightest clue what a ghoul was…is…whatever. It must’ve shown on my face.
 
   “You feed on the dead.”
 
   When she said it like that, it sounded so gross. But this was a big moment for me…now, at least, I knew what was going on. Okay, I still didn’t know what was going on, but I knew what I was. That counted for something.
 
   “So, what’s that mean? Being a ghoul sounds a bit vague. I know what a vampire is and a ghost…some of those other things, though…” I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   “I just told you,” Morgan said, not sounding at all like she was talking to the class idiot. “You eat the dead.”
 
   “People? Animals? You’re being a bit vague.” I did my very best to not sound like I was whining. Also, I’d just used the word ‘vague’ twice in a sentence which made me feel smarter.
 
   “Actually, ghouls are fairly rare.” Then she went on to explain that it is something genetic. She also explained that we put off pheromones in life that repels most people. Most ghouls come into being after suicide. Only, we couldn’t have done anything like blow our brains out, because that is unrecoverable. Hanging causes something to go wrong and makes the ghoul crazy. That is one of the big tasks of the psychic. They have to put down the messed up misfits of the undead community. Also, they are the welcome wagon; hence, this visit.
 
   “But I’ve got so many questions,” I insisted. “You haven’t told me that much.”
 
   “I told you that you’re a ghoul and that you eat the dead,” Morgan said, like that explained it all.
 
   “Well, there is one more thing that I am required to tell you.” Morgan glanced past me to my bedroom where Lisa lay sleeping. “The undead don’t like publicity. They keep to themselves. Occasionally, one or two will get a craving for celebrity. But fortunately, nobody ever really takes it seriously. However, if you start showing up, making the public aware of us as a collective whole…you will be extinguished.”
 
   “So much for selling my memoires,” I sighed in my best overdramatic and sarcastic manner.
 
   “Actually, you’re free to write whatever you want.” Morgan ignored my sarcasm. “The market for that sort of thing is really booming. Nobody believes it, and it makes an okay living if you can hit it big. The key is to find a willing face.” Once again, she looked past me to my bedroom.
 
   “Lisa?” I asked.
 
   “Well, you only have two choices with her at this point.”
 
   “I don’t follow you.”
 
   “She knows your nature.  Plus,” Morgan raised her voice a bit, “she’s been faking being asleep and has heard all of our conversation. At this point she is a liability and can either be your front, or tonight’s dinner.”
 
   Then Morgan did something that caught me totally off guard…she winked! Actually, her voice filled my head; telepathic…why not? If she tried to tell anybody, she’d be considered crazy and probably get pumped full of meds. But it’s fun to put a little scare into them every once in a while.
 
   I heard feet hit the floor. Lisa came scrambling into the room. She saw me and stumbled, I forgot that I was no longer wearing the glasses.
 
   “W-wait a minute!” She shot what I imagined to be a pleading look my way. “I’m not gonna say anything, promise.”  
 
   “Yes,” Morgan nodded with even less emotion in her voice than she expressed on her face, “well, that’s up to Miss Birch here. After all, it will fall on her if you become a problem. I’ll be leaving now, my dears. If she decides to kill you and eat you…well…ghouls are notoriously sloppy eaters.”
 
   And with that, she turned and left.  That didn’t stop her from telepathically laughing in my head. I was pretty sure I didn’t like Morgan.
 
   I turned to Lisa who took an unsteady step backwards. The look on her face was one of fear. Seriously? I thought. I saved her ass last night and this is how she was gonna react?
 
   “Boo!” She actually jumped. “Oh knock it off,” I snapped.
 
   “I’ll do it!” Lisa interrupted me.
 
   “You’ll do what?” I went over to my sofa and flopped down, turning on the television.
 
   “I’ll be your front.” Lisa took a few tentative steps into my tiny living room.
 
   “My front?”
 
   “Like Morgan said.” Lisa came and sat beside me. She did her best to maintain eye contact with me. Points for her. “But the first thing we need to do is get you some glasses…and a cane,” she added as an afterthought.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Sure,” her face brightened, “for when we go out.”
 
   “Not following you.”
 
   “People will think you’re blind,” she explained. “Then, if we go out someplace in public, nobody will think you’re weird for wearing dark glasses inside.”
 
   Well, that’s clever, I thought. “And what about my skin?” I held up one gray hand and wriggled my fingers in front of her face.
 
   She sat quietly for a few seconds, and I could tell she was actually trying to figure out an answer. It was like watching a sunrise. I watched the idea dawn and solidify on her face! It’s actually much cooler than it sounds.
 
   “Airbrush,” Lisa said, her face beaming.
 
   I was about to comment when the news spouted off about Miracle Baby and the Gas Station Hero. It was like witnessing a landslide. The expression on Lisa’s face crumbled and went from happy to miserable. They say it takes more muscles to frown than it does to smile. I wonder how many it takes to look like your heart has been torn from your chest.
 
   “Hey!” I snapped my fingers in front of her face. “That was yesterday. Just like that baby, you have a fresh slate in your life…starting today.”
 
   I admit that was a pretty lame pep speech. I mean, it was no Braveheart soliloquy, but I was going off the cuff here.
 
   “I don’t know what kind of life you were living before,” I put my arms around Lisa and she didn’t even flinch, “but it can change starting today. Look at me. I was a divorced, childless waitress who wasn’t even missed when I didn’t show up for work for like three…now four…days! We have no place to go but up!”
 
   “So what’s your plan?” Lisa sniffled, her voice muffled from her face being smushed into my shoulder.
 
   That was a good question. What was my plan? The whole memoire thing would be fun, but my life—if you take out the whole part about my having died and come back as a ghoul—had been fairly uninteresting up to this point. I had to do something worth writing about.
 
   “We could be detectives,” I offered.
 
   “Really?” Lisa sounded skeptical and pushed away from me, wiping her eyes.  “And just what do you know about being a detective? Don’t you need some sort of license?”
 
   I had no idea. And she was right. I was pretty sure I’d be a terrible detective. When I watched any of the numerous crime-drama shows on television, I never figured out whodunit until the climactic reveal at the end.  In fact, I usually bought into whatever misdirection they used to implicate somebody completely innocent. Nope, being a private detective was probably not a good idea.
 
   “Well…we don’t have to figure it all out today do we?” I asked, trying not to sound hopeless.
 
   “True,” Lisa agreed. “Besides, you should probably try to figure out what being a ghoul is all about. That Morgan lady wasn’t very helpful.”
 
   “That’s for sure.”
 
   “Like…how often do you need to eat? And didn’t you ask about animals?”
 
   “Yeah!” I exclaimed. “Although I can smell varying degrees—at least in people.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   So I explained how things smelled to me and how, when somebody was maybe dying that I could smell that, too. That led to me explaining how I’d found her. To her credit, Lisa listened and didn’t cry or anything as I explained about finding Miracle Baby. She did get a funny look on her face when I told her how I trailed her by scent. Of course, now she didn’t have anything beyond what I would come to recognize as the normal death-by-aging smell.
 
   “Then let’s go outside,” Lisa got up and went into my room to get her coat. “How hard can it be to find a little road kill?”
 
   We went outside and wandered the streets for a couple of hours. I probably should’ve figured it out for myself based on that. Nope…animals—at least as far as dogs, cats, squirrels, possums, skunks, and the biggest raccoon I’ve ever seen—don’t do a thing for me.
 
   However, I did run across this old woman, at least I think it was an old woman, pushing a rickety shopping cart who was probably a chilly night away from being dinner. She smelled so delicious that I went all shark mouth, and she was across the street and two blocks ahead going in the opposite direction.
 
   It was during this little outing that Lisa and I first met somebody who would become my nemesis for life…err…afterlife. You know what I mean. Her name is Belinda Yates, and she is a vampire.
 
   We’d just finished wandering aimlessly in search of road kill. Lisa wasn’t feeling all that great; probably a mix of just having a baby without proper medical care and not eating. She got all stumbly and staggery and then started slurring her words a bit. I couldn’t help but feel just a little responsible. She should’ve been back at my place resting.
 
   It was late, so we ducked inside a twenty-four hour Safeway. Since I was wearing sunglasses and a coat, I hoped I wouldn’t stand out too much. We grabbed a loaf of bread, some generic peanut butter, (Hey, I’m not made of money…this was before I came into all that cash, but that’s a story for another time) and a box of super-duper maxi pads.
 
   I ran my debit card through the thingy and held my breath.  Yay! I still had money in my account! Lisa grabbed a pad and convinced the kid working the register that it was in his best interest to let her use the bathroom despite their “off-limits” policy between the hours of midnight and 5 a.m. Something to do with how she would be dripping blood on his freshly waxed floor. Of course, she was also waving the pad in the boy’s face.  Young guys are so squeamish when it comes to women’s bodily functions.
 
   That reminds me of this time I was on a date with this hunky mechanic. He took me to see a professional baseball game up in Seattle. We were having fun, enjoying the Sunday afternoon sun and a frosty cold beer. I’d taken a fairly large swallow and…well...beer has bubbles. I still recall the look on his face after I let loose with this boilermaker-sized belch. I spent the rest of the game wondering if it would’ve been better had I puked on his shoes…but I’m rambling.
 
   So I was sitting on a stack of dog food waiting for Lisa when I smelled it. The best comparison I can think of is that it was like smelling this yummy chocolate cake frosted with the goo that builds up in the bottom of your kitchen garbage can.
 
   I noticed that the cashier had gone strangely slack-jawed.  He was staring straight ahead at nothing. When I looked up from reading the curious ingredients of the particular bag of dog food I was using as a chair, she was standing right in front of me.  It was weird because I hadn’t seen a thing or even heard her with my super-duper hearing. 
 
   “What are you?” the silky voice of a phone-sex operator whispered.
 
   I looked up at the most disgustingly beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I mean this girl would make those Victoria’s Secret runway models seem plain and frumpy. All this and she was dressed in jeans and a GLEE tee shirt. Her impossibly blonde hair was in braids that hung past her shoulders in a sexy-schoolgirl look, and she was staring at me with wide, blue eyes.  She had that look about her that screamed “unattainable” and “Hey, mister, I’ll let you touch my naughty places if you buy me something sparkly!” at the same time. If you aren’t sure just exactly what I mean, then catch one of those tabloid television shows the next time they run footage of the most recent “girlfriend” of Hugh Heffner. Seriously, what eighteen to twenty-two-year-old girl doesn’t dream of jumping in the sack with her great-grandpa? There I go…rambling again.
 
   So, this absolutely gorgeous girl who doesn’t look like she can be old enough to vote is looking down at me like I’m something she almost stepped in. I get over my surprise of being snuck up on, glance at the clerk who now has a long stand of drool hanging from his chin, then back up at the expressionless face that was starting to show hints of confusion around the edges.
 
   “I,” I pulled my glasses off and fixed her with my shiny black orbs, “am a ghoul. And you…” I made an over exaggerated sniff her direction, “…stink.” That was probably the moment any chance we had of being friends went bye-bye.
 
   “Well…” she let her little fangs pop out, “I’ve never actually met one of those,” she said, making it sound like I was, in fact, something she’d barely avoided stepping in.
 
   “That makes us even,” I stayed calm, but I felt my fingers and toes tingle. I saw her eyebrows twitch just a bit which I’ve discovered is the equivalent of total astonishment on a vamp.  Funny thing about vampires, they look like heavily-Botoxed has-been Hollywood stars. I met this one guy…so fat that his chins had double chins, but he was a vamp, and his face looked so freaky. But that’s a story for another time, back to the Bitch-in-blue jeans.
 
   “Is it true you eat the dead?” There she went again, sounding so freakin’ superior.
 
   “Is it true that you suck?” Not overly witty or clever, but I was not quite on my game yet.
 
   “I assume you’ve met Morgan.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Well…my name is Belinda Yates and I am the Queen of the Kiss here in Portland.  You might just come in handy.
 
   “Handy?”
 
   “Yes, sometimes one of my children gets a bit carried away.  Disposal of the body can be such an inconvenience.” She glanced over her shoulder, and that was when Lisa stepped out of the back where the bathroom was located.
 
   “Ava, do we have enough for a so—” and her voice just stopped.
 
   I peeked around Belinda, trying not to notice or feel just a hint of jealousy at how perfect her butt looked in her jeans. So not fair! Lisa was about four steps up the aisle and was frozen with her mouth open and the same stupid look on her face that the drooling clerk had.
 
   “Excuse me?” I glanced up at Belinda, prepared to ask her if she knew what in the hell just happened. That’s when she vanished…sort of. The next thing I know, she’s standing way over by Lisa—behind her actually—sniffing her like she was a rose.
 
   “Hey!” I called, getting up off my throne of bagged doggie chow. Belinda looked up, her mouth open to fully reveal her fangs.
 
   “Yes?” she didn’t really seem to speak, but I heard her just as clear as when she was standing right in front of me.
 
   “Were you thinking of taking a bite out of my friend?
 
   “This…thing is a friend of yours?” If she’d been looking at and treating me like I was a big pile of poo, she seemed to think even less of Lisa.
 
   “That girl,” I said, flexing my claws a bit, “is Lisa Jenkins…and yes, she is a friend of mine.”
 
   “I thought you said you met Morgan.” Belinda stood up and quit sniffing Lisa’s neck.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Then you know the undead don’t have friends.”
 
   “She wasn’t all that helpful,” I said with a shrug, but I thought I remembered some snarky little remark about me not having any friends.
 
   “Listen, ghoul,” there she went again with the snotty attitude, “I smelled something and found…this.” She plucked at Lisa’s sleeve.  “What say I drain what’s left?” Belinda sniffed Lisa again. “She’s running a bit low anyway. Then you can gobble down the left overs.”
 
   Then it hit me. The smell. It was pouring off of Lisa.  Hmmm. So proximity to a deadly situation causes the smell.  That might even have some practical uses.
 
   “Mrymph shnrill zrgun.” Dammit! Stupid shark mouth.  I tried to focus my smell the same way I did my hearing and tweak it over a few inches to chocolate cake and garbage scum—that would be Belinda by the way.
 
   “Ooo, look who’s a hungry girl!” Belinda moved back over so she could lean in and close her chompers on Lisa’s neck.
 
   “Actually,” I said after wiping a bucket of drool from my mouth with the back of my coat sleeve, “I was saying that if you bite her, I will make it my personal goal to eat you…no matter how foul you may smell.”
 
   There was that eyebrow twitch. The day would come when that would scare me, but now I just didn’t see it as any big deal.  My claws were still out—literally and figuratively—and I took a step or two forward…which put me just out of arm’s reach of the stuck up little vampire bitch.
 
   “Fine,” Belinda sniffed and stepped away. I thought for a moment that she was gonna throw a tantrum right then and there.  “But I will be speaking with Morgan. And I don’t think she’ll take kindly to a mortal being privy to our world.”
 
   And that quick, she was gone. Seriously. One blink and nothing. Well, nothing but her lingering and unpleasant odor.
 
   “Nobody likes a tattletale,” I grumped.
 
   “Huh?” Lisa shook her head a few times and then focused on me.
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   “Fine,” Lisa said with a shrug. “Why?”
 
   “Ummm…the vampire?”
 
   “What vampire?”
 
   Great, I thought. I glanced back at the clerk and felt a tug on my sleeve.
 
   “Ava…glasses.”
 
   Ooops. I put them on very casually with my back turned and then took Lisa by the elbow.  “Time to go home,” I said.
 
   And that’s exactly what we did.  Over the next twelve years, I would meet plenty more vampires, piss off Morgan about a jillion times, and learn to really hate Belinda. But…those are stories for another time. All you really need to know is that I’m a ghoul, my name is Ava, and Lisa Jenkins is my best friend in the world.
 
   

That Ghoul Ava and the Rogue Vampire
 
    
 
   “Because you’re broke, that’s why.” Morgan glanced at my “I Hate Cats” coffee mug like it was filled with puréed crap. Well excuse the hell out of me for not having anything better than instant. As it was, I’d splurged and bought the kind with Flavor Crystals, so she should be grateful.
 
   “She’s right you know,” Lisa chimed in. Super, my roomy and only friend was taking sides with Morgan-the-psychic-bitch and current pain in my ass. I shot a nasty glance Lisa’s way, but she pretended not to notice.
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, “I’m broke. Does that mean I have to hunt down some crazy vampire with an improper taste for human blood?” Those last few words, I tried to imitate the snooty way Morgan had spoken when describing this little problem that seemed to be a danger to the entire supernatural population of Portland. 
 
   “You are the newest to the ranks,” Morgan shrugged, “and thus, in your probationary period.”  She folded her hands on my table and leaned forward like a banker about to tell you that he was foreclosing on your house. “And you aren’t starting off on a very good foot.”
 
   That last remark was undoubtedly the result of Belinda being a big-mouthed tattletale. You see, Morgan is the Psychic of Portland. Not the kind you call and pay by the minute so they can lie to you about generalities that they pluck from things you unwittingly reveal to them; and not the kind with a neon sign hanging in her window. Morgan is a true psychic that can sense every supernatural being in her district. As for Belinda, she is a slutty little vampire that uses her jailbait looks to entice her victims.  We don’t get along.
 
   “So...what am I supposed to do?” I asked.
 
   “Do I really need to explain it to you?” Morgan huffed and pushed the coffee cup away with obvious, and in my opinion, rather rude disgust.
 
   Obviously, I thought. “Please, just so I am clear,” is what I said with my outside voice.
 
   “Find this crazy vampire and eliminate it.”
 
   “You mean kill it?” Who the hell does she think I am, Buffy?
 
   “That seems the most preferable choice.” There was that I’m-talking-to-an-idiot voice again.
 
   “Wouldn’t you be better off sending somebody who knew what they were doing?” I asked.  “And besides, you’re the all-powerful, all-knowing psychic. Why don’t you just use your locating ability, or whatever it is you do, and stake the bad guy in the middle of the day?”
 
   I’d felt the sun on my skin once. It wasn’t something I would be doing again...ever.  At least not by choice. It was like grabbing a pan of fish sticks from the oven without using a mitt. That meant I would be going after a vampire…at night.  That didn’t seem like any fun at all.
 
   “This vampire did not turn in my district,” Morgan said like that explained everything. The blank look on my face made it pretty clear that I still wasn’t getting it. “I do not have its signature imprinted in my mind. I do not have any idea where it came from, so I cannot contact whomever runs its home district and ask for an imprint exchange.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  She might as well be explaining the Theory of Relativity for all the sense that made to me.
 
   “So psychics receive some sort of mental fingerprint whenever somebody flips the supernatural switch in their...territory?” Lisa piped up from the kitchen where she pretended to be doing the dishes.  Lisa Jenkins is my best friend and a completely normal human. Err...mortal; whatever we’re supposed to call regular, warm-blooded, non-monsters…that is Lisa Jenkins.
 
   Lisa is seventeen and recently liberated from her pedophile boyfriend by way of my digestive system. After giving birth to a baby and forced to abandon it in a garbage can a few weeks earlier, she was now my roomie. Oh yeah, and the baby is fine and being adopted by a wealthy family from Wilsonville.
 
   “Perhaps you should be who I talk to when come.” Morgan turned her gaze to the petite blonde in the kitchen.  Geez, just a few weeks and already the baby weight was almost gone; of course, our being broke and barely able to buy groceries might have something to do with it.
 
   “Excuse me,” I snapped. “Sitting right here.”
 
   “To answer your question,” Morgan continued to ignore me, “while somewhat crude in your understandings…” she paused long enough to flick her eyes at me, then back to Lisa, “…that is basically the idea. Supernatural beings give off a very distinct vibration when they first turn or change. The psychic responsible for that area feels it instantly. From that day forward, the psychic can tap into that vibration and locate the being.”
 
   “What lets you exchange information with other psychics?” Lisa blurted. “You said that another psychic could…transfer information to you.”
 
   “That is beyond your ability to really and truly understand,” Morgan sniffed. I didn’t believe her. I just think Little-Miss-Snooty-Britches enjoys feeling superior.
 
   “What about if something turns and there is nobody...no psychic...in the district? Or what if the psychic dies—”
 
   “Enough!” Morgan barked.
 
   Ooo, somebody is menstrual. Wait…did supernaturals menstruate?
 
   “I am not here to answer questions.” Morgan quickly recovered her composure. “I have offered you a job that will pay nicely. Will you take it or not?”
 
   I glanced into the kitchen as Lisa opened an almost empty cupboard and considered which flavor of Top Ramen would be dinner. I sighed and looked back at Morgan who wasn’t even trying to hide her smirk.
 
   “Do I really have a choice?” I asked.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I am serious, Lisa,” I scolded. “I don’t want you our here when that fanged tramp shows up.” I popped Cinderella’s Night Songs CD into my stereo. “I still don’t know exactly what vampires can do for real. All I’ve ever read was Anne Rice and seen that Keanu Reeves movie.” 
 
   Mmmm, Keanu Reeves.  He couldn’t act his way out of a grade school Thanksgiving program if they cast him as Plymouth Rock and covered him in a gray papier-mâché lump that had the words written at the side. Still…there was something about him that really did it for me.
 
   “But I’ve never met a vampire.” Lisa was on the verge of that whine that all teenaged girls learn early and have honed to perfection in their twenties to wrap boyfriends and husbands up in knots.  “It would be so cool!”
 
   She still didn’t remember that night in the grocery store and I was afraid that telling her how close she’d come to death—not for the first time that night—make cause her to decide that being my friend was too risky and not rewarding enough. The time would likely come when I would have to tell her myself…just not today.
 
   “Until I can get a handle on what sorts of powers they have, you will stay someplace safe.” Not that the bedroom was Fort Knox, but at least it was something. “And I want you holding that cross until I come in and tell you that it is okay to come out.”
 
   “Party pooper,” she whispered, knowing darn well that my hearing could pick up her grumblings if she were outside and two doors down. 
 
   “I don’t—” 
 
   A knock on the door interrupted my attempt at a reprimand. I shifted my focus to the door and heard the static hiss that I’d learned only recently was the sound of a vampire. The good thing was that I’d know whenever I heard that particular sound that a vampire was near. The bad thing was that I wouldn’t know who it was or if they wanted to gouge my shining black eyes out.
 
   “Ava,” an irate voice whispered, sounding for all the world like a child who’d been forced to visit some smelly and embarrassing relative who pinched your cheeks way too hard.
 
   I opened the door, not bothering to don my sunglass. A human would freak if they saw my all-black eyes staring at them from a primer-gray face, but the vampire at my door didn’t even blink. We stood there, staring at one another for a handful of seconds.  I heard my bedroom door click shut and stepped aside.
 
   Belinda was the first—and only, up to this point—vampire I’d met. She had her impossibly blonde hair twisted up into a dozen pencil-thin braids and was wearing a tight, black tee-shirt that revealed her too-perfect midriff. She finished the look with a pair of bun-squeezing white shorts. I felt a tingle in my toes and fingertips. I swallowed, refusing to let her goad me into anger with her obvious display of such a truly amazing body. Having talons sprout from my fingers wouldn’t be terrible, but I was wearing my brand new Nikes and didn’t want my toe-talons punching through.
 
   “Well?” Belinda crossed her arms under her tiny breasts. She was bra-less…what a slut.
 
   “Well, what?” I shook my head slightly.
 
   “Are you going to stand there staring, or are you going to invite me in?”
 
   I saw something flicker in her babydoll-blue eyes. It was probably in response to the obvious look on mine. She had to be invited in! Myth number one confirmed. I stepped back and said with as little of a smirk as possible. 
 
   “Please, come in.”
 
   Belinda stepped past me, looking around the living room like she was entering the city dump. She paused, and I caught a flash of her fangs.
 
   “Still have your little human friend,” she said, emphasizing the word “friend” in a very unpleasant way. “I suppose Morgan has her reasons.”
 
   “Look,” I struggled to keep my fingers and toes from going switchblade, “we’ve got to work to—”
 
   “We?” Belinda interrupted. “No, little ghoul, we don’t have a thing to do. You have a job.  I’m only here to instruct you on what you need to do your job right.”
 
   “Why can’t Morgan do it?” I asked. “I don’t really want you in my house.”
 
   Belinda’s eyes went black—sorta like mine—and she hissed like she was being scalded.  In a flash, she was back out my door and on my beat-up doormat with the plastic daisy that was missing three of its nine petals.
 
   “Bitch!” Belinda snarled, barring her teeth.
 
   “What?” I was stunned.
 
   “You did that on purpose!”
 
   “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
   Dammit, I thought as my razor-sharp toenails tore through my socks and shoes. I was still so new to this whole supernatural thing. Seeing Belinda all fangy with her eyes like that and…
 
   “Hey! You’ve got ears like Spock!” I couldn’t help but point.
 
   “You rescinded your invitation,” Belinda growled.
 
   “No I didn’t,” I protested.
 
   “Yes, you did,” Belinda insisted. I was impressed with her ability to speak so clearly with fangs. “When you said you didn’t want me in your house.” Wow, even her esses are clear.  Of course, I get an entire mouth full of fangs, top and bottom.
 
   “Well, I didn’t mean to.”
 
   We stood there in silence for a moment until Belinda finally broke it with one of those snotty little huffs and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes that had reverted to a softly glowing blue.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I tried not to grin, “please come in.” 
 
   I moved to my couch and sat down. Belinda looked at my furniture like it might be covered in doggy vomit, but eventually took a seat.
 
   “Just for the record,” Belinda glanced over her shoulder and stared at the wall that separated my living room from my bedroom, “I’m only doing this because Morgan demanded it.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I kicked my newly ruined Nikes off, glad that my claws had decided to retract. “So, then maybe you can tell me why you aren’t talking care of this problem yourself.”
 
   I’d done my research. (Actually, Lisa had, and then she filled me in. But, to my credit, I paid attention when she told me what she discovered.) The Kiss is what vampires of one unified group are called. Each Kiss has a king or queen who is responsible for policing their group and handing out punishment.  Something tells me that Belinda really likes that aspect of her role.
 
   “Vampires have a code of honor.” Belinda’s voice took on the quality of somebody who was giving a lecture to a group of second graders during take-your-mom-or-dad-to-school day. “We never enter another’s territory without prior permission.  To do so is considered an act of war.”
 
   Okay, trespassing bad…got it.
 
   “If I acknowledge this…intruder,” she said that word with more distaste than when she said the word “ghoul,” she must really be mad, “then I must determine where he or she came from and demand justice.”
 
   “So?” I knew I was missing something, but give me a break…I’ve been a ghoul for less than a month.
 
   “Nobody wants a vampire war,” Belinda said in a voice that was scary enough to make my fingers and toes tingle.
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” I said with a shrug, trying my best to sound like I could care less. “So…you’re here to teach me…what exactly?”
 
   “Do you know how to kill a vampire?” Belinda asked.
 
   “Stake through the heart,” I answered cautiously. Certainly the answer would not be that simple if Morgan felt the need to send the jailbait queen over to give instructions.
 
   “Okay,” Belinda shrugged, “that is great for the movies. Only, how exactly will you get said vampire to sit still long enough for you to accomplish such a…simple thing?” Once again she had that tone of somebody talking to an absolute idiot.
 
   “Do you practice the whole ‘I’m-queen-bitch’ routine, or it is something in your natural self that made the jump with you when you became a vampire?”
 
   “I could ask the same of your…ignorance.” The pause before that last word was long enough to let me know that she had several nastier words floating around in her head.
 
   This wasn’t getting us anywhere, and honestly, I just wanted her out of my house. Vampires smell really bad to ghouls. For example, imagine taking your finger and swiping a big, wet dollop of filth from the bottom of a Dumpster. Now, imagine spreading it across your upper lip. 
 
   “Okay, Belinda…I’m listening.” I folded my hands in my lap and did my best to look attentive.
 
   “First, you’ll need to find where this intruder is sleeping.”
 
   “But I can’t go out during the day—” I began to protest.
 
   “I know,” she cut me off. “But this vampire likes to roam at night, hence the recent deaths.  So, you find the place while this rogue vampire is out. That way, you have a couple of options.” There was a long pause, and I could tell that Belinda was uncomfortable. 
 
   It hit me like a bolt of lightning. I know that is a used up phrase, but it really was that sudden. She was about to divulge a secret that could be used against her. To make it just a shade worse…she was telling somebody that she didn’t get along with.
 
   “You’ll need a jar of poppy seeds…or sesame seeds,” Belinda began. There was something in her voice…the closest thing to a real emotion I had ever heard in our brief exchanges.  What’s funny is that I was almost certain that the emotion I was hearing was embarrassment. “You’ll want to find the lair and pour them all around where the vampire sleeps.”
 
   Lisa has told me that I would make a lousy criminal. She says that my face—even though it is death-grey when we don’t airbrush on my make-up—and my eyes, which are nothing more than two shiny black orbs, gives away exactly what I’m feeling.  In this case, I was totally confused.
 
   “There is a flaw in the vampire psyche, what many would call OCD,” Belinda explained,  “If you can dump those seeds, the vampire will not climb into bed until finished with counting every single one.”
 
   “So I sneak up on it while it is counting?” I said skeptically.
 
   “I wouldn’t advise it,” Belinda sneered. “OCD doesn’t mean that the vampire would just sit nicely and let you stake him or her.”
 
   “Then—”
 
   “Dammit, Ava!” Belinda barked. “Are you truly this dense or do you work at it?”
 
   Despite the brave face I try to wear, I hate it when I am forced to feel supremely grateful that I’m not blonde. I wouldn’t be doing any favors in dispelling the ‘dumb blonde’ myth.  However, I was making a hell of a case for women with black hair being a blonde’s dim-witted sister.
 
   “The vampire will count the seeds until sunrise. They become so focused on the task that anything short of a direct physical attack will go unnoticed. If the sun doesn’t hit them and incinerate them because they are underground or something, then they will slip into day sleep which is just like death. They would be defenseless, and thus—”
 
   “Easy to stake!” I blurted.
 
   “Yes,” Belinda hissed after a brief pause. “And I am certain that you will enjoy it ever so much.”
 
   And in a blink…she was gone.  My door was still open, but she’d done that freaky-fast vampire exit. That part had me worried. If all vamps were that fast…one tiny screw up and it was all over for me.
 
   I closed the door, doing a scan with my senses of the apartment complex.  I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary: a few verbal spats; a couple having sex; a guy arguing with the referees of a televised sporting event.
 
   Okay. I’m a girl. I get it. So maybe I’m missing something, but what the hell is the deal with the whole arguing-with-televised-sporting-events thing that guys do? Hello…they can’t hear you! Do you realize how silly you look and sound when you yell at your television or radio? And the language? I dated this really sweet guy. He was kind of a dork, but did all those little things like open doors and ask me what I wanted when we went to dinner…and then ordered for us both! Now I know that some gals don’t like that sort of thing…but there are a lot of us who do. You’d be surprised. It’s like a hairy chest. Many of us will profess to want a smooth chest on guys…until we snuggle into a soft, clean, well-kept hairy one. Mmmm…
 
   Oh, sorry, I lost my train of thought. Where was I? Oh, yeah…yelling at televised sports.
 
   So, when this normally mild-mannered sweetie would watch sports, it was like he was suddenly possessed by a foul-mouthed sailor or had some sort of sports-induced Tourette’s. I can’t say I found it very appealing.  
 
   “You really know how to annoy people, don’t you?” Lisa’s voice snapped me back to the here-and-now.
 
   “Now do you believe me about the vampire?” I pointed to the door like it represented some sort of proof.
 
   “I never doubted you, Ava,” Lisa said, looking at me with a quirky half-grin. Is that considered a bemused smile? I’ve always wondered what one of those looks like. “I’m simply telling you that I have no recollection of meeting one.”
 
   “Or that I kept it from biting you,” I whispered.
 
   “You don’t even see why that vampire was so pissed?” Lisa pulled the suitcase out of the closet that I’d prepared after Morgan left.
 
   “Hmmm…‘cause she’s a bitch?” I flipped open the lid and pulled out the Super Soaker pistol that I’d had Lisa fill with the holy water she’d gathered from a few area churches. (The water was my idea…the squirt gun was Lisa’s.) I tossed the wreath of garlic bulbs to Lisa.
 
   “Not that there isn’t the possibility that you might be correct about that,” Lisa made a face as she put on the garlic like a necklace, “but you probably shouldn’t sound so excited about killing a vampire when talking to a vampire.”
 
   I tried to find a place to stash the foot long stake and rubber-headed mallet. Lisa had a teensy point. Still…Belinda was, is, and shall forever be a slutty looking bitch that makes it a point to dress like a dancer from a Britney video
 
   “So, where do we get poppy seeds?” I jammed the stake into the back pocket of my jeans and slipped on my jacket. It was an old Navy pea coat I acquired from an ex-boyfriend…or a Navy guy who I picked up in a bar during the Rose Festival when a dozen or so ships tie up at the Waterfront Park in downtown Portland.
 
   “Walmart?”
 
   Sounded like as good a place as any to start.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This is the place,” I announced as I pulled my 1990 Ford Escort Wagon up to the curb on a street that only had one working streetlight in a five block stretch.
 
   “Not stereotypical at all,” Lisa whispered.
 
   “Morgan says that the vampire has been working in a ten block square. This is the top of that square.”
 
   “You know,” Lisa turned in the seat to face me,” there’s no way this is gonna be this easy. We aren’t just gonna show up, see the vampire bite something, follow it back to its lair…or whatever…pour out some poppy seeds that you shoplifted from Walmart, and stake the monster.”
 
   Lisa was still peeved that I’d stolen the plastic jug of tiny, black seeds. What else was I supposed to do? Those things cost a fortune, and my bank account was still on life support from purchasing my airbrush kit to do my make-up. I guess I probably shouldn’t tell her how I obtained her squirt gun.  Please tell me who in the hell has that kind of money for a child’s water toy! As nice as that house was…I imagine those folks could just buy their kid another; plus, serves the ungrateful brat right for just leaving it out in the yard.
 
   I rolled down my window a crack and sniffed the night air. Being a ghoul, I have a bionic sniffer when it comes to dead things. Vampires smell rotten, so if there was one nearby, I’d know.  The savory sweetness of new death hit me first. Could that be the latest victim? I’d learned that, the more recent the death, the stronger the underlying sweetness. That was different from the smell of children. Dead children smell like candy to me. I wasn’t a fan of candy before I turned, and perhaps that might explain why I’m not drawn to them now. Of course, I’d like to think it is because deep down, I’m basically good.
 
   “Find something?” Lisa whispered in my ear unnecessarily. Seriously, with my hearing, she could mouth the words and I’d hear her.
 
   “Murrgllmpht,” I replied. Dammit! Shark mouth. 
 
   Any time I smell a dead person, my teeth turn into rows of razor-sharp, needle-tipped chompers complete with upper and lower fangs.  There is also a widening of my jaw that extends all the way across my face, making my mouth look like an orally-mounted buzz saw. 
 
   Lisa made me watch a movie…Fright Night. Marcy from Married with Children sports a similar look towards the end of the film. Lisa says mine is even more ferocious. The biggest downside is my complete inability to speak when I’m rocking the shark mouth. (I call it that because when I first saw it in the mirror, I was reminded of the shark in Jaws when it came up on the back of that fishing boat. Oh yeah…and I tend to drool a lot when I’m sporting this particular look.
 
   I opened the car door and took a bigger sniff. There it was alright, the tummy gurglingly yummy smell of fresh death.  Only…there was a hint of—
 
   THUD!
 
   A man was suddenly crouched on the hood of my car.  When I say ‘man’…I’m not kidding.  This guy was the type that makes us ladies bump into posts…walls…closed doors or any other awkwardly solid object…because we’re so busy looking back over our shoulder when they stroll past. His blonde hair was cut close…sorta like Dolph Lundgren in that Rocky movie…Rocky X or whatever.  He has a jaw so square and solid that I bet he could use it to drive railroad spikes.
 
   “And just who might you be?” Oh. My. God. His voice sent shivers.  
 
   I wasn’t sure if that was a vampy thing or what. Belinda’s voice never did that. Also, he sounded Irish, like that guy from the Crying Game, not Lucky the Leprechaun from the Lucky Charms commercials. And did I mention the part about being hunk-a-licious?
 
   “Mrryl?” I whimpered. Ava likey.  Ava want to touch.
 
   “Proper,” hunky vampire laughed, causing my naughty places to feel warm and tingly. “I’ve not seen a ghoul since…Mother Mercy, it’s been since that Second World War.”
 
   I took in a big whiff of vampire, the rotten garbage scent caused my teeth to quickly revert back to normal. It was worse than introducing yourself to that cute guy in the bar and discovering he was gay.
 
   “And who might you be, lassie?” the vampire asked, sliding off the hood of my car.
 
   “I’ll tell you if you’ll tell me.” I folded my arms under my breasts, pushing them up just a bit in one of my classic attention getting moves.
 
   “Adrian McGill,” the vampire bowed and took my hand, kissing the back of it. Hey! When did he get so close? “Now…turnabout’s fair play, lassie.”
 
   “First…stop with the ‘lassie’ crap.” I pulled my hand away, suddenly remembering my task. “In this country, that’s the dog that saves Timmy when he falls down the well.” Adrian laughed.  It was a really nice laugh, and once again I felt all warm and squishy. “My name is Ava, and yes, I am a ghoul.”
 
   “Thought your sort only noshed on the dearly departed,” Adrian said with far more animation than Belinda ever used.  In fact, if it weren’t for the pair of extended and pointy incisors, he might even pass for human. Living human that is. Well…the teeth and the smell, but I don’t think normal people can smell vampires.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The fluttery-pulsed little canary peeping at us from within your automobile.” Adrian looked past me and into my car…straight at a wide-eyed Lisa.
 
   “That’s my friend, and she’s off limits,” I snapped.
 
   “Ghouls don’t have friends,” Adrian pointed out.
 
   “So I’ve heard,” I whispered. “Listen, Danny Boy, we have a bit of a problem. Supposedly, you aren’t allowed to just show up and start sucking on the locals. I guess there is a protocol or something your type follow.” Protocol? Nice word, Ava. Take that, Morgan…and your ten dollar vocabulary.
 
   “Every rule has exceptions,” Adrian’s eyes came back to me and I saw something nasty in them. It made me think one thing: predator.
 
   “Yes, well…”my fingers tingled with my sudden spike of fear.  I let one hand brush my throat, making sure that the chain holding my silver cross, the one I’d been given by my daddy when I had my first communion, was easily accessible.
 
   “So who sent you to kill me?” Adrian interrupted what was about to be a sad memory of my daddy most likely revolving around how much I missed him now that he was gone or some such thing.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Who sent you to kill me?”
 
   “Why—?”
 
   “Please,” Adrian interrupted, “I’ve been around too long, lassie.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “My apologies,” all of a sudden, he had my face in his hand, squeezing my cheeks, “Ava.”
 
   And there went my fingers and toes. I just wish that the shark mouth thing was wired into the same circuitry.
 
   “Stay where you are, little canary,” Adrian called. That would be Lisa wanting to come to my rescue. I don’t think she really thought things through.  I mean, here I am a ghoul with my own skill set—sure, I don’t have a grip on all of them yet, but  I’m learning—and this vampire is obviously just a teensy bit more than I can seem to handle.
 
   “You are the low bird in the roost,” Adrian got way too deep into my personal space, “and somebody sent you to…deal…with me.” He thrummed his gross, cold finger on my cheeks with each word.
 
   “I—” was all I managed to say before he steamrolled right over whatever lame excuse I was about to conjure up. His grip on my face tightening to the point where it began to hurt a little.
 
   “The Psychic Controller of this district probably decided that you were expendable.” Adrian’s eyes had turned black just like mine. “Whoever it is probably just wanted to test me out before sending in the real killer. The special enforcer tucked away who probably puts down any who go rogue or just refuse to fall in line at the whim of this area’s psychic. Every psychic has a…I believe the popular term here in America is hit man?”
 
   “How do you know I’m not the enforcer?” I tried to sound as tough as anybody can when their cheeks are being squeezed tightly.
 
   Adrian laughed.  And laughed.  And laughed…
 
   “I’m not sure how affronted I should be,” he finally said after his mirthful outburst.
 
   “Excuse me?” I couldn’t wait to see how he would insult me next.
 
   “You are either incredibly new, in which case it’s quite insulting that your psychic would think so little of me so as to send anything as unprepared as yourself…or you are the most cunning, clever lass in all the land.”
 
   “I like the second choice,” I huffed. My lips were starting to feel funny from being squeezed into a big oval for so long.  Also, I could feel my cheeks bruising on the inside.  If I was all shark mouthed, I bet his hand wouldn’t even be able to—
 
   It hit me like a metal train crashing through my skull!  Duh. I can be so slow sometimes.
 
   I let my sense of smell drift off of Mister Stinky Vampire and find that nearby corpse that was probably his recent kill. It’s not exactly instant, but it does happen fast.
 
   Adrian obviously misjudged and underestimated me. That’ll teach him to think I was just the disposable lackey. Yay, shark mouth! His hand pulled free of my cheeks.  However, rather than seeming concerned or frightened, he just seemed annoyed.
 
   “Pay attention, lassie,” Adrian said in a voice so low that I know I was the only one who could hear it. “You tell your psychic that I’ll be challenging whomever is the king or queen of this kiss. Once that has been resolved, I will meet her personally.”
 
   Her? I hadn’t said anything about Morgan. Were all psychics female? There was so much I didn’t know.  A new surge of anger trickled through me.  I was their expendable asset. Well, I’d show them!
 
   “Perhaps you could focus while I’m giving you what your psychic will most assuredly deem a rather important message.” Adrian was snapping his fingers in front of my face. How rude!
 
   I started. My smelling sense drifted to him and my teeth retracted to normal faster than my ex-husband use to go flaccid after our annual birthday sex. I wiped the thick slobber off my chin. 
 
   “So you want to fight the head vampire and take over?” I asked. Perhaps this wasn’t as bad as folks thought.  Well…unless you happen to be Belinda. Then it might suck just a little.
 
   “No,” Adrian leaned in close and whispered in my ear,” I want to kill them.”
 
   And then he was gone.  I really hate when they do that. The vampires I mean…with all their scary-fast comings and goings.
 
   I took a sniff. His stench was already growing faint.  I didn’t think I could track him and I didn’t want to leave Lisa behind to test my ability in that department just yet. I returned to the car.
 
   “Please tell me you weren’t zonked like last time,” I huffed as I slid in the driver’s seat. When we’d met Belinda the first time in a grocery store, Lisa had been hypnotized—or whatever it is that vampires do—and missed out on the entire thing.  I actually had to convince her that it had, in fact, happened.
 
   “Nope,” Lisa said through pursed lips, “I saw and heard it all.”
 
   “Problem?” I turned to get a better look at her. I could hear the tension in her voice and smell the fear-sweat seeping from her pores.
 
   “Ummm…” her voice trailed off, but she was pointing straight ahead.
 
   I looked, and it took me a second to realize what I was seeing. People don’t normally scurry crab-like on their hands and feet. My excellent vision at night allowed me a much better view than what Lisa had. Thank goodness.
 
   This woman’s throat was ripped open, and she had a flap of skin dangling like an open shirt collar. Her face was all snarly like a mad dog, and a set of pointy fangs poked out.
 
   “Stay in the car,” I whispered and snatched the stake that Lisa held clutched in her hand with a white-knuckled grip.
 
   I did my best to get out of the car quietly, but supernatural hearing makes that pretty much pointless. The crazy vampire’s head snapped up as soon as I engaged the door handle. So much for the element of surprise.
 
   At first it sorta skittered back like it was startled. Then…it came bounding at me all growly and snarly.  This was going to be a quick test of my new reflexes.  I readied the stake as it leapt at me through the air.  I only had the briefest of seconds to hope that I was aiming my stake at the right spot.
 
   There was a crash-squish sound and the crazy vampire made a really painful-to-the-ears screech. Then…poof! And now I was covered with a gritty, sand-like coating of vampire dust.
 
   Dis. Gus. Ting!
 
   I heard the door open, and Lisa got out of the car. A quick sniff did two things; first, it assured me that there were no freshly dead or newly risen vampires anywhere close; and second, it made me explode in a flurry of sneezes unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Now, my sinuses were caked in fresh vampire dust. Great.
 
   “Wow,” Lisa breathed, stepping around in front of me and looking me up and down. “You’re all glittery.”
 
   I looked at my hands. Sure enough, it looked as if I’d plunged my arms in a vat of glitter. Vampire dust is sparkly.  Who knew?
 
   “We should probably hose you off before you get back in the car,” Lisa said. “We’d probably never get all of that out of the seats. It’d be worse than after a trip to the beach.”
 
   Stupid disintegrating vampires.
 
   We walked—well…Lisa walked, I sorta stomped angrily—to a darkened house and found a spigot but no hose. After the fifth house and still no hose, it dawned on me: winter. Duh, Ava, nobody leaves their garden hoses out in the wintertime.
 
   That’s how I ended up sitting on the hood of the car as Lisa drove onto the nearby strip and pulled into the first do-it-yourself carwash. This one had three bays, only one with work lights overhead.
 
   If anybody would’ve driven past, they would’ve seen a naked ghoul being hosed down by a seventeen-year-old trying desperately not to laugh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So basically I was bait?” I sat across the table from Morgan, trying my best to keep calm. I wasn’t wearing any shoes just in case. My fingers and toes had been tingling since Morgan walked through the door.
 
   “You were given the opportunity to make a substantial sum of—” Morgan began in her annoyingly calm voice.
 
   “Which you get none of since this rogue is still running around in my territory,” Belinda interrupted. Her voice was its normal mix of quiet sluttiness. But her porcelain-smooth face had a tiny crease in the forehead and one eyebrow was arched. 
 
   “Calm down,” Morgan placed a hand on Belinda’s arm. “Nothing will be gained if you lose your composure.”
 
   Calm down? She’d hardly reacted at all.  That’s when I had my epi…um epiph…oh hell, that’s when I figured out that vampires are not prone to showing any emotions.
 
   “Ava already had to stake one vampire tonight, and it will be daylight in an hour at the most,” Lisa spoke out.  
 
   I gave my head a tiny shake and tried to glare. Only, with my eyes being all black, I wondered if they conveyed meaning like they used to. I’d need to look in a mirror and make faces later. 
 
   “It would probably be best if we talked about this tomorrow.” When did Lisa suddenly get so chatty with the supernatural folks?
 
   “You’d best restrain your pet,” Belinda mouthed in a whisper only I could hear.
 
   “She’s not my pet,” I snapped.
 
   “Ladies,” Morgan stepped between us, “and you, Lisa, this is not doing us any good. Now…Ava, perhaps you’d like to explain about having staked a vampire already tonight.”
 
   “Adrian turned his last victim,” I answered, hoping my eyes were sending little daggers. “It came for us right after he did his vanishing act.  Only, it wasn’t like Adrian or the queen of charm, here.” I waved what I hoped came across as a dismissive gesture at Belinda. “More like a wild animal.”
 
   “He’s turning revenants,” Morgan breathed in the most dramatic display of emotion I’d seen from her so far.
 
   “Rev…revenants?” I’ll bite. It’s not like I’m not already known for asking stupid questions. “What the hell are those?”
 
   “The best way I can explain it so that you’ll understand,” ouch, “is that they are like a rabid vampire.”
 
   “The revenant is a monster…and deserving of death,” After one of her completely unreadable stares where I feel every pint of ice cream I ever ate bulging from my hips, Belinda added, quite unnecessarily, “Even by the likes of you.”
 
   The petty side of my brain wanted to play the revoke-the-invitation game, but I knew better than to do it with Morgan present. I bit my tongue and continued to struggle with my finger-and toe-claws. Keeping them at bay was getting tougher by the minute.
 
   “They are forbidden in this country,” Belinda went on after I didn’t take the bait—points for Ava! “Creating one is considered a crime and punishable by stake or sunlight.”
 
   “Considering he intends on taking you out, I don’t think Adrian is all that concerned about protocol or rules,” I quipped.
 
   “Ava is correct,” Morgan agreed.
 
   I am? Wow…I was just trying to be a bit of a bitch. I wasn’t really looking to score a point or anything.
 
   “If she would’ve simply performed the task that we sent her to do,” Belinda deliberately turned her back on me, “this whole mess would be over and done.”
 
   “If you two would have been more honest with me instead of sending me out like bait, then perhaps—”
 
   “Enough!” Morgan snapped, cutting me off. “We have a legitimate problem at the moment, and nothing is being accomplished by you two behaving like children with all of this petty arguing.”
 
   “Amen, sister,” Lisa hissed under her breath. I saw Belinda’s eyes shift her way for just a second. Hmm, later on I would have to have a chat with her and remind the girl about the enhanced hearing of the supernatural; at least when it comes to ghouls and vampires and—if my eyes were not fooling me when I thought that I caught a flicker of a barely perceptible smirk—psychics.
 
   “As fun as all of this has been,” I glanced at my microwave and the digital clock readout, “we should adjourn until this evening.” Adjourn.  Good for me and my use of words.
 
   After some rather stiff farewells, Morgan and Belinda left. I went to my closet and spent the day listening to the daily routine kick in around the complex. Spring had officially started a few days ago, but in Oregon, that only meant that the rain was a little warmer. Today was one of those postcard days with temperatures in the 60s, and a bright sun sneaking across a perfectly blue sky like it didn’t want to be noticed. At least…that’s how I remembered them. It couldn’t actually see it for myself. Sunlight on my skin feels like a blow torch.  Still, I wouldn’t miss the sun as much as I would a pint of Chunky Monkey. However, if I was being honest with myself and not so superficial, days like this would place in the top ten of things Ava misses about being human.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Morgan and Belinda haven’t come by or called or anything,” Lisa argued as I grabbed all the stuff from last night’s vampire hunt. “We should probably wait.”
 
   “I don’t need to wait for them to repeat all the same crap from yesterday.” I shook the giant squirt gun to ensure it was still full. Did holy water expire or lose its holiness? I sure hope not.
 
   “Well I’m going on record as saying that this is a bad idea.”
 
   “Whose side are you on?”
 
   “It’s not a matter of sides,” Lisa said as she followed me out the door, pulled it shut, and checked that it was locked. “It’s a matter of last night we found out how out of our league we are when it comes to the whole ‘vampire slayer’ thing.”
 
   Wasn’t there a show about that or something, I wondered as we walked in silence to the car.
 
   The cranky silence continued as we drove to the same neighborhood as last night.  Once we arrived, I swapped out with Lisa and let her take the wheel as I hung my head out the window and went into ‘Super-sniffer’ mode. It didn’t take long to find what I was searching for, only…it wasn’t like last night.  It was…
 
   “Crap! I snarled. “Stop the car.”
 
   I was out before we’d actually come to a stop. Shifting into full-blown bloodhound…figuratively of course…I let my nose lead me to the source of the smell. The stench of rotten chocolate cake, garbage can scum, and the cottage cheese-thick pus that came out of a boil brought me to a pale-blue two-story house.  There was nothing that made this house stand out from the others on the block. However, every residence on the entire street was totally dark. There wasn’t a light on inside or out.
 
   “Ave—”
 
   “Shut up and get back in the car,” I snapped a bit more harshly than I intended, but there was some bad stuff in the air, and I didn’t want to worry about keeping one eye out for Lisa. I had a feeling I’d be busy enough watching my own ass. I heard some sort of vocal protest, but I grabbed the big bag of vampire killing stuff and slammed the door before the protests could become a discussion.
 
   Following my keen sense of ghoulish smell, I moved down one side of the house and into the back yard.  There was a fence down each side of the large yard as well as the back, separating this house from both side-neighbors as well as the houses behind it. I reached the rear and had a choice between a five-step climb up onto the covered back porch and presumably the back door, or seven concrete steps down to a wooden door with a curtained window.  The smell was from down that way.  Also, right about then, there was a loud crash.
 
   I was at the bottom in two steps and through the door like a pissed off Clint Eastwood. Glass and wood went everywhere, and in the absolute blackness, two sets of glowing red eyes shifted my direction. Good thing I have excellent night-vision.  That’s how I managed to make out Adrian straddling Belinda, both had their clothes torn to ribbons, and both were marked up with furrowed rows of fingernail marks that looked nasty.
 
   Oh yeah…and then there was the whole thing about Adrian holding a nasty looking wooden stake in his hands, trying to drive it into the smooth skin between Belinda’s disgustingly perfect breasts. I was willing to bet that those things kept their shape whether she was standing or leaning over. 
 
   For some reason, that made me remember my mortification after allowing one of my lovers to videotape our sexual escapades one night. He’d been holding the camera in his hand while I was on top. When the hell had my amazing breasts turned into a pair of poorly synchronized pendulums? I was further pushed into despondency when he’d taken footage from above; two fleshy magnets that were repelled by each other and…well just you never mind.  Anyways…back to the whole Adrian-trying-to-stake-Belinda thing.
 
   I pulled my own stake from the bag, along with the squirt gun full of hopefully-not-expired holy water. I couldn’t use the latter without risking Belinda—not that I was all that against it—so I stood in the doorway brandishing the nasty, pointy, wooden bringer-of-death.
 
   “Haven’t you heard, Adrian?” I asked trying to sound confident. “No means no.”
 
   “This doesn’t concern you, corpse-eater,” Adrian said through barred teeth. 
 
   I have to say, his face is much more expressive than Belinda’s. Even now while she lay on the cold, dirty concrete floor, trying to hold off the stake that was moving closer by fractions of an inch as we spoke, her face was smooth and lacking anything resembling emotion.
 
   “Seriously?” I snapped. “We’re doing the name calling thing?”
 
   “Ayy…v-vaa,” Belinda managed through the closest thing to strained her voice seemed capable of, “stop running your mouth and…kill. Him. You. Idiot.”
 
   “Is this a vampire thing?” I took a step into the basement.
 
   “You can stay right where you are, lassie.” Adrian put a bit more into his attempt at driving the sharpened stake in his hands closer to Belinda.
 
   “Actually, I seem to be free to move about as I like, Carrot-top.” I took another step into the pitch black basement. “You have your hands full as far as I can tell.”
 
   “Kill this bastard,” Belinda said through pursed lips as she struggled to keep the point—which was now hovering about a centimeter above her skin—from turning her into a little sparkly ash pile.
 
   “Stop being so bossy!” I blew a strand of hair out of my eyes and took another step closer.
 
   “Why would you help somebody so crass and unpleasant…and who obviously sees you as contemptible at the very best?”
 
   Good point.
 
   “And you obviously see me as an equal…a partner or something?”
 
   “I—”
 
   “Can it, Lucky,” I cut him off. Now I was only a step or two away. “You’ve been a jerk to me since we met. And you’ve just got this thing about you when you talk that I’m just certain is con…conde…”
 
   “Condescending?” Belinda offered. She actually sounded more annoyed with me than with the guy on top of her with the stake.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed, “that’s the word…I think.”
 
   “And this one is so kind to you,” Adrian said with a laugh.
 
   “At least I know what to expect from her,” I retorted with a shrug.
 
   “Do you really?”
 
   Hmmm. That’s a good point. My mind flashed to our first meeting. It’d been in an all-night grocery store; she’d wanted to bite Lisa and have me eat the remains to eliminate any evidence.
 
   An idea hit me. I didn’t really have any logic to my revelation, and I didn’t see some deep issue with a sudden clarity.  What it came down to was a feeling.  Just a gut feeling.
 
   “At least she didn’t turn a fresh kill into a rabid dog of a vampire that tried to attack me.” I inched forward. “She actually offered me a fresh meal the first time we met.” Even if it was my friend that she wanted to serve up, but he didn’t need to know that.
 
   “Do you really need a vampire queen who wants to feed you? By the looks…you could skip a meal or two,” Adrian said with a twinkle of laughter dancing through his Irish lilt.
 
   “You dick!” I lunged forward and drove my stake into the back of the surprised vamp. I could see his face as clearly as if there’d been a light on in this damp, dark, basement. He was truly shocked, like there was no way this was happening. Then, he rippled with white hot fire that was here and gone in less than a second. 
 
   And poof!
 
   A cascade of that gritty ash washed over Belinda. The stake that was about to pierce her chest flew across the room and shattered against the concrete wall.  I had a brief mental flash of Belinda and me getting over our petty squabbles.
 
   “What is wrong with you!”
 
   Nope, guess not.
 
   “How hard would it be to warn somebody?” she sputtered while spitting out bits of vampire ash.
 
   “If I would’ve warned somebody,” I snatched back the hand I’d been about to offer to help her to her feet, “then I wouldn’t have had the element of surprise.” 
 
   I wasn’t about to admit that I had absolutely no idea or plan as to what I would do. Much less the fact that his snarky little weight comment is what really set me off.
 
   Belinda sprang to her feet…literally…dusting herself off from head to toe.  Being so close to her was probably why I didn’t smell anything unusual.  That’s why I was so surprised when I turned around and discovered two of those revenant thingies standing in the doorway. Ummm…okay…standing might be stretching it a bit. One of them was crouched down on all fours—and I’m not talking hands-and-knees but rather hands-and-feet. The other was clinging to the wall of the stairwell that led down to the basement like a twisted spider.
 
   “I swear I can’t understand why Morgan didn’t—”
 
   I would’ve loved to have heard the rest of that statement, but Belinda saw the two agitated critters in the doorway and was suddenly struck speechless.  If I could bottle that moment.
 
   “This is not good at all,” Belinda said in her usual calm voice.
 
   “Leftovers?” I asked.
 
   “If they belonged to Adrian, they would’ve disintegrated with him.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “With lessor creatures like a revenant, the death of its creator results in the death of the revenant.”
 
   “But if, like your creator got staked or something, you wouldn’t…right?”
 
   “Do I look like a revenant?”
 
   “Nope,” I glanced sideways, “just a bitch.”
 
   “I don’t imagine you brought extra stakes,” Belinda said, ignoring my teensy barb.
 
   Didn’t she notice the plastic squirt gun with the big, vitamin-shaped chamber on top? Well, time to show her I was not a ghoul to be messed with. I brought up the holy-water-filled Super Soaker and fired a stream from left to right.
 
   It was like tossing a match onto some gasoline-soaked hay.
 
   Whoomph!
 
   The two revenants turned into comets as they screeched and took off, leaving a trail of flames in their wake. It looked way cooler than it sounds. Also, their screams of pain, or whatever that sound was they were making as they tore off into the night, caused the windows at head level around the basement to shatter.  I was impressed. I thought that sort of thing only happened in a Memorex commercial.
 
   “What is that?” Now Belinda was paying attention to my squirt gun. I explained, and got a bit of pleasure out of seeing her back a few steps away from me like I was a poisonous snake.
 
   “Is it…empty?” Wow, I almost heard emotion in her voice.
 
   “Mostly…but what is that whole thing you said about the revenants dying with their creator?”
 
   “Exactly that.” Belinda edged towards the door, the whole time keeping an eye on my Super Soaker.
 
   “That would mean that some vampire other than Adrian created those two,” I said, basically mouthing my thoughts out loud.
 
   “You catch on quickly,” Belinda retorted in her usual snotty tone.
 
   “Is this really the time for you to be a complete bitch?” I shook the squirt gun for added emphasis.
 
   “You’re…” she glanced at the weapon, then back to my eyes, “correct. There are more pressing matters.”
 
   “So then, if Adrian isn’t the bad guy…what is going on?”
 
   “He was somebody’s lieutenant.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “His king or queen sent him to test our defenses…see how much effort it might take to overthrow the leader of whichever kiss they were setting their sights on. Namely mine.”
 
   Wow. Not the revelation that there was probably an even nastier vampire out there, but that Belinda had climbed down off of Bitch Mountain and actually spoken to me.
 
   “Where’s your pet human?” Belinda asked. And she’s back.
 
   “Waiting in the car out front.” I directed my sense of smell to where I knew she’d be. Sure enough…uh-oh.
 
   “C’mon!” I ran through the doorway and out into the clear night air.  Only, I wasn’t breathing in the approaching rain storm.  I could smell Lisa, her clean skin with a slight residue of soap and her hair with the strawberry scented shampoo, along with a million other things that are as distinct to me as somebody’s voice. Then…there was the near gagging stench of vampire. Sure…it might be some other brand of undead horror, but I was willing to bet on vampire.
 
   I was loping through the side yard—ghouls don’t really run, but that’s not important now—when I heard the crash of broken glass followed by a scream that I knew to be Lisa.
 
   I felt more than saw Belinda pass me.  By the time—maybe two seconds later—that I reached the darkened street, two vampires were circling each other in the middle of it.  As for my car and Lisa, the whole front windshield was gone, and my poor friend was in the backseat holding up a cross that was glowing like a roadside flare. I was super glad Lisa was okay, but I was also seriously pissed that my whole freaking windshield was all over the dashboard and front seats of my poor little Ford Escort Wagon.
 
   My attention peeled away from Lisa and my car to get a look at the two vampires that were circling each other in the middle of the dark, streetlamp deficient road. Still not one single house had turned on so much as a porch light, much less an interior one. What the hell sort of neighborhood was this?
 
   As for the two vamps—yay, I was right, by the way—they were circling each other like a pair of dogs.  No…they were too graceful, it was more like a pair of lionesses or tigresses. 
 
   The stranger was really tall. I’m not just saying tall for a woman; she was the sort of tall that would make a pro basketball player say, “Damn!” Her hair was the prettiest shade of red. It was a light strawberry-blonde with strands of blonde that looked like spun gold and the red was so amazing. I was actually a bit jealous and I’ve always loved my jet-black hair. The so-black-it-looks-blue shade that is totally natural has been one of my few sources of pride.
 
   “I should have known, “Belinda spat. I was a little stunned at this outburst of emotion.  She seemed to be legitimately pissed off.
 
   “I told you when you took this territory from Lewis that I wouldn’t rest until you were staked or given to the sun,” the tall, elegantly pretty vampire replied. 
 
   I noticed an accent and it took me a second to recognize it. This woman was from the northeast; Boston, New York, Philadelphia. I wasn’t sure which, but it was definitely that general direction.
 
   “So you recruited a little army?” Belinda left it in the air like a question.
 
   “I didn’t need one…just one ambitious little soldier to flush you out. I should’ve known you’d be consorting with the likes of a corpse-eater.”
 
   Ummm…I’m like right here.
 
   “And does the council know you’re dabbling with revenants?”
 
   “You won’t be around long enough to hurl that accusation and I’ll put them down the moment I’ve ended you.”
 
   “Yes, well, this territory has a highly respected psychic—”
 
   “You mean Morgan?” The tall vampire laughed. It was a really ugly sound coming from somebody so elegant and pretty like her. “I’ve brought her replacement as well.”
 
   “This seems a lot nastier that I think your boss had any idea of,” Lisa whispered. When had she climbed out of the car?
 
   “My boss?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the two vamps that were still circling each other.
 
   “Ummm…Morgan?”
 
   “Morgan is not my boss.”
 
   “She’s the one who hired you for this job, right?”
 
   Well when you put it that way.
 
   “Perhaps you should do something,” Lisa offered, putting her hand in the middle of my back and nudging me forward.
 
   “Belinda looks like she may be able to handle this,” I argued and stepped back beside Lisa, giving her what I hoped was my don’t-you-dare-do-that-again glare.
 
   “But how much will you get paid if Belinda does this while we stand here and watch?”
 
   Good point.
 
   “You got any ideas?” I asked.  I didn’t want to use my squirt gun because of the risk of splashing Belinda. Again, not that I was opposed to seeing something bad happen to her, just that I was fairly certain that Morgan wouldn’t like it.
 
   “She didn’t care much for my cross,” Lisa offered.
 
   “But that would just back her up or scare her away.”
 
   “Oh!” Lisa turned and ran to the car. She dug around for a moment and came up with a large plastic jug. She jogged back and thrust it in to my hands.
 
   “What would you have me do with this?”
 
   “Vampire OCD,” Lisa said. “Maybe she’ll start counting them.”
 
   “And what about Belinda?”
 
   “Worry about that if it works.”
 
   I guess it was worth a shot. I poured a handful of the tiny poppy seeds into my hand and gave the jug back to Lisa. Edging closer with what I assume to be the proper amount of caution that one would use while approaching a pair of pissed off vampires, I tossed the handful at their feet like I was feeding pigeons in the park.
 
   It was actually sorta creepy the way they both froze.  Their heads craned over to me with similar looks of annoyance etched on their faces.
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” Belinda said, her eyes a pair of blazing red orbs.
 
   “Don’t you want to start counting them?” I asked with a weak shrug.
 
   “What have you told this filthy corpse-eater?” The other vampire looked at Belinda with a raised eyebrow. Her face didn’t change much. Another vampire with the overly Botoxed look? Hey! I’m not filthy!
 
   “Oh please, Emma.” Belinda came out of her predatory crouch.” You know full well what a queen must do if there is an intruder in her territory.”
 
   “But telling such things to a…ghoul.” Emma’s voice changed almost less than her facial expression, but she still managed to make the word ‘ghoul’ sound like it was something you’d wipe off your shoe. “Isn’t there an executioner in your district?” Emma likewise came out of her crouch. Now it was just weird. Nothing to see here, officer, just a pair of female alpha-vampires chatting.
 
   “There was…until he fell in with the dogs,” Belinda replied.
 
   “How long ago?
 
   “Couple months.”
 
   “This is the fifth district to have its Psychic Executioner fall in with the lycans,” Emma said with her strange accent that made this conversation seem just a little too surreal.
 
   An elbow in my ribs brought my attention back to Lisa. Her eyes flicked from my squirt gun to Emma. Oh yeah!
 
   I brought it up and aimed for the woman’s head. A stream of water arced in the night catching just enough of the moonlight that had just started peeking through the clouds to make it look like silver. Did I fail to mention that I was almost famous at fairs and carnivals? You know that midway game where you shoot water into the clown’s mouth and blow up a balloon, or make a racehorse move across the backdrop to a finish line? Well…I caught Emma in the temple. 
 
   Windows up and down the block—including the ones that were still intact on my car—shattered. Lisa actually collapsed to the ground. I wasn’t sure if that would have been enough to kill her on its own, I am still not well-versed in vampire regeneration (look at me with the big words!). Fortunately, when Lisa collapsed, she dropped a stake on the ground. I didn’t waste any time grabbing it. Emma was on her knees, smoke swirling around her like the dry ice fog on stage of just about any eighties hair metal band during the concert’s opening number.
 
   I focused as good as a ghoul can in a heavy fog that smelled like roasting garbage and plunged the stake into the largest, darkest part of the shadowy figure. I heard about a dozen yelps or growls from all around. I’m guessing it was all of Emma’s revenants. A second later, she was little more than a pile of gritty vampire ash.
 
   “What is your problem?” Belinda was in my face in the blink of an eye. I really hate the whole supersonic-vampire-speed thing.
 
   “Umm…”
 
   “I had the situation under control,” she said through barred fangs.
 
   “How do you figure?” I really wanted to take a step back, but there was no way I’d ever give Belinda that sort of satisfaction.
 
   “Is there anything Ava can do that won’t have you in a tizzy?” Lisa snapped, stepping up beside me. I appreciated the gesture and support, but this was so not the time. Plus…hadn’t she just fainted?
 
   “Silence, human,” Belinda’s eyes never left mine, which is good, because I knew all it would take was a single look to put Lisa in a trance.
 
   “Well the next time some vampire with an attitude shows up, don’t call me to sniff it out!” I huffed, spinning on a heel. I got to my car and stopped. It had no windows. “And this,” I turned to face Belinda, hiking a thumb over my shoulder, “goes on your bill.”
 
   I didn’t even get to finish my sentence. She was gone. Not so much as a “thank you” or a “kiss my ass” or nothing. I opened up the driver’s side door, brushed most of the glass off my seat and started the car.
 
   “Coming?” I snapped at Lisa.
 
   She glanced around nervously. I think that was the first time she’d actually witnessed a vampire’s amazing speed. After brushing out her seat, Lisa climbed in and we drove home. It was like standing in a wind tunnel.
 
   Walking into my apartment…sorry, our apartment…I could smell something in the air—a lingering aftersmell. Like when your granny comes over and your living room smells like cheap rose-scented perfume for the next couple of days.  Only, this was a dry, sterile smell. No, not clean, smartass, Sterile. There’s a difference.
 
   Anyways, sitting on the coffee table in the living room was an envelope with my name. Inside was an ATM card and a five-digit code. I was okay with waiting until the next day, but Lisa insisted.
 
   We drove to the bank. That did nothing to help my dark mood. I plugged in the card and punched the code:
 
    
 
   WELCOME, AVA BIRCH!
 
    
 
   I selected BALANCE:
 
    
 
   YOUR ACCOUNT’S CURRENT TOTAL: $1,000,000.00
 
    
 
   Lisa yelped. Of course, I thought she’d seen the balance.
 
   “You’re gonna take out the max and then come with me, bitch,” a voice growled in my ear.
 
   Yay! Dinner!
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   Pick up a copy today http://www.amazon.com/That-Ghoul-Queen-Zombies-ebook/dp/B00C4NO7ZA/ 
 
   

That Ghoul Ava and The Queen of the Zombies
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   Same Ol’ Situation
 
    
 
   “Do you have to play this crap so loud?” Lisa said with that petulance that only teen girls can truly master. It’s so sad. When we get older it just comes off as whiny or bitchy.
 
   I pretended not to hear her. Not one thing that she could say or do was going to ruin my mood tonight. I was behind the wheel of my very first brand new car. No little tushies had planted themselves in this seat but mine. I had been assured that I was the very first person to test drive this little baby: A candy-apple red 2013 Corvette.
 
   Now I’m not one of those girls who knows a lot about cars, so most of what the very cute salesman said just didn’t stick. I think he even had a fancy name for the color red that my car was painted. Don’t care.
 
   I flew down the on-ramp that deposited me onto I-5 and went through the gears like I imagine those racecar drivers did when they zoomed around in circles. By the time I actually hit the freeway, I was on the high side of ninety miles per hour.
 
   “Got your seatbelt on?” I asked. I wasn’t planning on getting into a wreck…but who did? Safety first!
 
   “Try to remember that only one of us is guaranteed not to die if you wreck this thing,” Lisa yelled over the strains of the luscious Brett Michaels who was currently begging me to talk dirty to him. Trust me when I tell you, that would be the least of his worries.
 
   She was referring to the fact that I am a ghoul. Now let me assure you, being a ghoul is absolutely nothing like being a zombie. As if. Zombies are nasty creatures that eat the living. I only eat the dead. See? Big difference.
 
   Lisa Jenkins was a teenage runaway. However, I doubted that her parents would come looking for her any time soon. In the six months that she had lived with me, I learned enough to know that it was unlikely that they were even aware that she had left home. Her father was long gone, and her single mother was busy sleeping with every bus boy, waiter, and bartender at this dirty little all-night place in Southeast Portland. 
 
   I’d popped in once and the woman was letting some slob put his hands up her skirt every time she came to the table. When she brought the actual meal to the table and cleared away the five empty beer bottles to make room, I almost lost my proverbial lunch. It was fried chicken, and I know for a fact that he didn’t wash his hands before picking up that drumstick. And considering where that hand had just been…
 
   But back to my dear friend and boon companion. (I don’t actually know what a ‘boon companion’ is, but I heard that term used on some show on the local Public Broadcasting channel where everybody spoke with English accents. It sounded smart, so I claimed it.) I met Lisa one night shortly after my transformation. She had been in a seedy hotel after just giving birth. Her “boyfriend”—a pervy forty-something that actually convinced her to dump the child in the garbage right after giving birth—made the mistake of answering the door when I knocked. Long story short, baby was rescued and eventually given a home, perv was killed and then eaten, and Lisa became my roommate.
 
   It was around the time that I met Lisa when I was introduced to a whole part of society that most folks don’t realize exists under their noses. Call it supernatural or whatever you like, but things like ghouls, and ghosts, and vampires—like that snarky little bitch Belinda Yates—exist. 
 
   Some have gone on to sustain themselves through books like the one you are reading right now. You see, the best way to hide is in plain sight. You’d be surprised if I told you which of the other books in your collection are real; or at least based on real events in the lives of some of my fellow monsters. Yeah, most of them don’t like the “M” word, but I like to consider myself a bit more progressive.
 
   I actually decided to join the ranks of the writer-types after my first little “adventure” where I was hired to deal with a rogue vampire that had designs on the aforementioned Belinda. Well…not really Belinda, more specifically, her Kiss. (A “Kiss” for the uninitiated is what vampires call their little groups or clubs…whatever.) I didn’t actually have to write, but Lisa thought it would be fun. She worries about the finances like nobody I have ever met and keeps telling me that the payday I got for taking care of Belinda’s “little problem” won’t last forever.
 
   After I saw this car, I finally agreed that we needed an additional source of income. The only problem now was waiting for the next “job” from Morgan. For those of you who didn’t catch my first little attempt at telling a story, Morgan is the psychic for my region. Unlike the ones on television that lie about being able to tell your future, Morgan is for real. Apparently true psychics are able to detect any supernaturals in their district. I don’t know all of the details—mostly because she tells me very little—but I guess they act as some sort of mediator and boss for their given district.
 
   The day I became a ghoul, I received a visit from Morgan. She kind of told me the rules. Mostly she went on about all the stuff I couldn’t do. Of course, it was good old Ava’s door that they knocked on when that vampire came in and started mucking things up.
 
   By the time Billy Idol had told me all about what a great day it would be for a White Wedding, and the Go-Gos encouraged me to take a Vacation, we were home. And here was the reason we needed Morgan to show up with another job…or people needed to start buying these books. Home was no longer the dirty little apartment that I’d rented while I was a busty waitress with raven-black hair. Now we lived in a sweet little two-story looking down on Lake Oswego. (I never knew there was actually a lake here! Just thought it was a cute name for a town.)
 
   It has four bedrooms! Now I wasn’t ever going to hear the pitter-patter of ghoulish feet, but maybe Lisa might give it a go when she is actually old enough and meets a nice guy. I have a feeling that I will be living vicariously through her. 
 
   And there you have it—my word for the day: vicariously. Take that Morgan. She always talks to me like I am the idiot child. Well now that I have hired a ghost writer—literally, I seriously have this ghost that comes in and helps, she possesses Lisa when it is time to sit down and put the story together—I get to hear all sorts of big words. 
 
   Chantal, my ghostly pal, likes to chat sometimes during the day. She sometimes slips in to Lisa while she is dozing and will chat with me about stuff. At first it was weird having these conversations that Lisa has no memory of, and I have to get it straight who I am talking to or what I have said to Chantal-Lisa and what I have said to Lisa-Lisa. 
 
   Hmm, that reminds me. I fiddle with my iPod docking station and thumb to a song. One of my favorite features of this home was the sound system. You can have music—or whatever you are watching on television—piped throughout the whole place. Head-to-Toe by Lisa Lisa and the Cult Jam starts, and I head for the basement door.
 
   “Back in a few minutes,” I call over my shoulder. I catch Lisa’s face in the reflection of the kitchen window. Her nose wrinkles. If I wasn’t so secure in our friendship, my feelings might be hurt. Hey…a girl’s gotta eat.
 
   My basement is the other feature that really sold this house to me. A serial killer would blow his…well, whatever it is that they blow. You can bet my basement would be the thing that would send said serial killer over the edge.
 
   It is absolutely sound proof. I tested it out early when I brought my ex-husband’s guitar amplifier down here. My actual goal was to check out the real estate agent’s claim that this basement was, in fact, sound proof. If I just happened to blow up his amplifier in the process, that would be icing on the cake.
 
   I plugged in the pretty green guitar that was still in my closet despite the fact that we had been divorced long enough for that cheating bastard to remarry and have a pair of twin snot factories…err…I mean a lovely set of boy and girl twins. (I can never remember which is fraternal and which is maternal…not like I actually care.) Anyways, I plugged that guitar in, turned every single knob on the amplifier to “10” and strummed. I forgot all about my super-sensitive ghoul hearing.
 
   For almost a week I was absolutely deaf. Thankfully I have the ability to heal. Supposedly, I can take a shotgun blast to the chest and not die. I’d just as soon not test the theory, but it is kind of nice to think that that little bit of insurance is in my tool box. To actually kill me, you need to either sever my head, or pierce my heart with a weapon made from cold-treated iron—whatever the heck that is. I feel comfortable sharing that with you because you will either dismiss this as just another one of “those” stories that are so popular right now, or you just won’t ever feel the need to go out and hunt down a ghoul that is trying to make the world a better place.
 
   So once I could hear again, Lisa assured me that she did not actually hear a thing. She was really glad when my hearing came back. I guess I am one of those women with a naturally loud voice.
 
   So back to my basement. As I told you, I am a ghoul. I eat the dead. To be clear, they have to be “unprocessed.” I don’t know if you are aware of what they do to a person before spray painting them and stuffing them in a box, but no ghoul would ever touch a body after a mortician got ahold of it. I keep about a half dozen corpses on ice for those times when I can’t go out and hunt down a fresh meal.
 
   This is another of the perks from that job I did for Belinda-the-vampire-bitch. She occasionally has one of her minions bring by a thrall that might have been snacked on a bit too heavily or the chance human version of a monster that they might stumble across. I had no idea that so many icky beasties maintain human form and transform under whatever weird circumstance is their trigger: full moons, high tides, the opening day of football season.
 
   Opening the walk-in refrigerator, I pull the first body out and set him on the huge table. Already the smell is causing my mouth to water. I know it will just be a moment—
 
   “Mrrgl.”
 
   Oh yeah. Sharkmouth makes the scene and I dig in. I can’t really explain it better than that. When I smell a dead body—something that you would probably find repulsive—it is like being in Martha Stewart’s kitchen on Thanksgiving. The smell is beyond delicious. 
 
   My mouth does this thing that sort of defies biology. It stretches out several inches and these three razor-sharp rows of needle-like fangs drop. I become the human equivalent of one of those wood chipper thingies. I can down a whole body in less than ten minutes. The only part that is a bit icky for me is regurging up the clothes. To my credit, I strip the bodies that are put in my fridge. However, I don’t exactly have control over my appetite. When I encounter a dead body out and about, I just can’t help myself.
 
   The best thing I can equate it to is what used to happen with those spray cans of whip cream. I couldn’t open my fridge when one of those things were in there back when I was alive without grabbing it, popping the top, and shooting a mouthful of tasty, sweet whipped cream into my mouth.
 
   So anyways, I got my Sharkmouth going, and made short work of my dinner. I think we found this one under a bridge. Probably not the solution to the homeless situation that they were thinking of with Comic Relief; but, in my defense, he was already dead. Being out in the elements is really not something that we are designed for in our human form.
 
   When I was finished, I went back upstairs. Lisa was already asleep. She was sprawled on the couch, the remote slipping from her fingers. I glanced at the screen long enough to decide that if I ever got the chance, I might break my rule about eating a live human if I ever met the ‘Sham Wow’ guy. I turned off the idiot box and pulled the blanket that was draped over the back of the sofa across Lisa and headed upstairs.
 
   My room is a marvel. It has shutters that allow in absolutely no sunlight. That way I didn’t have to stay in a rickety closet like I did back in the apartment. One of the drawbacks of being a ghoul is the vampire-like aversion to sunlight. For some reason, it burns like acid if it touches my tender, gray skin. (Although I do keep it airbrushed a golden bronze most times when we are going out in public.)
 
   “Is this your idea of living a low key life?” a familiar voice whispered from the darkness. 
 
   I did my best not to shriek. However, I have this thing that happens when I get scared. My toenails and fingernails turn to three-inch claws. I’ve ruined more shoes in the past several months…
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   His blog can be found at:http://twbrown.blogspot.com 
 
   The best way to find everything he has out is to start at his Amazon Author Page:http://www.amazon.com/TW-Brown/e/B00363NQI6
 
   You can follow him on twitter @maydecpub and on Facebook under Todd Brown, Author TW Brown, and also under May December Publications.
 
   TW Brown is the author of the Zomblog series, his horror comedy romp, That Ghoul Ava, and, of course...the DEAD series. Safely tucked away in the beautiful Pacific Northwest, he moves away from his desk only at the urging of his Border Collie, Aoife. (Pronounced Eye-fa)
 
   He plays a little guitar on the side...just for fun...and makes up any excuse to either go trail hiking or strolling along his favorite place...Cannon Beach. He answers all his emails sent to twbrown.maydecpub @gmail.com and tries to thank everybody personally when they take the time to leave a review of one of his works.
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