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A moment with the author…
 
 What’s in a word?
Authors love to talk word count. How many they got each day, that sort of thing. One of the issues that I had with A LOT of the zombie fiction out there was that the word count was maybe 60-70,000. That might seem like a lot, and it is respectable, but there are others who do not even hit the 50,000 word benchmark that classifies a piece of work as novel length.
The norm in the DEAD series is 100,000. Decent by most standards; maybe not as lengthy as some, but still respectable. This baby is something that I am very proud of. And not just the words count (over 173,000!), I am happy where the stories took me (and you as you dive in). The bottom line is that I feel good about this book.
So what can YOU do? Honestly? Your reviews make all the difference. It moves my book into the “Amazon Consciousness” so that those little “If you read this, you might like…” emails that Amazon sends out go to more people. Tell your friends. Start a book club. Heck, I am always willing to do something special for a book club. You get seven or so people together and make a run through the DEAD series, you can bet that I will be happy to host a Q & A, or just about anything. 
Here is the reality…I am not Stephen King. And while I do make a very good living as a writer, it is not as glamorous as you might believe. I am a stay-at-home kinda guy with OCD (I say it is minor…but my wife laughs when I say it, so…). My wife goes to work and I do the cooking, the cleaning, and the writing. She says it is a little like being married to Adrian Monk because I am a very scheduled kind of person and a “clean freak.”
So let’s talk just a little about this book. I wanted to really reward the reader for hanging this long. Nine books is a BUNCH, We are closing in on a million words! I really left you hanging in the last book…so this is your “prize” for being such a good sport.
I catch a lot of flak for having main characters die. I think that is one of the things that keeps this “real.” Besides, isn’t it a bit more fun when bad things start to happen and you DON’T know that somebody is safe? Me personally, I always hated that when I read. When my heroes go into a situation, I want to feel the danger. 
One other thing that I will address: in real life, you don’t always get a clear answer. You sometimes get an answer that you need to interpret and decide which aspect of it you want to use. Then, based on what you know of a situation or person, you come to a conclusion. I think it gives the reader something to chew on if they have a series of facts and a few suppositions and then they get to decide why they think something happened or a person acted a certain way. I know not everybody will agree, but that is what makes the world a great place…differing views.
One more thing; the DEAD: Snapshot series will be coming very soon. I have received a lot of requests from people that want to see what happened to their town in a DEAD universe. I will say that the first (after the 12th book in the DEAD series…so we have a little while still) will be DEAD: Snapshot—Portland, Oregon. So you might get a guest appearance by a few familiar names. But keep those requests coming. Who knows…you may see your hometown on an upcoming cover. And in this one…size DOES NOT matter. I would be just as likely to write about Mudhole, Wyoming as I would Tokyo, Japan.
I do have a few people to thank, so indulge me just a few more seconds. To Sophie, Tammy, Tim and Debra, my Beta readers for this one, as well as David Redding who comes in after and sweeps up all the messy details, you have my gratitude. And, as always, my family; despite my insistence of being left alone to work…I still need you to be that very important part of my life.
 
 
TW Brown
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Geek Pain and Nightmarish Discoveries
 
“They don’t look like Guardians,” a woman said as she stepped forward from the group that had Kevin and the others hemmed in with weapons pointed.
Kevin scanned the group and counted fifteen; each was carrying a rifle or pistol which was currently pointed in his general direction. As soon as he heard the word “Guardian”, he had a feeling that he knew what he was dealing with.
“You’re right,” Kevin spoke. He took a step forward, making sure to raise his hands just a bit higher as he did so in hopes that he would not simply be shot out of principle.
“But we did run into some of them as well as a few of their hostages.” Kevin watched faces for any signs that he was about to be shot. He would have no problem shutting his mouth if it came to it. 
“Is that right?” a man sneered, stepping forward and raising his gun to his shoulder, the barrel aimed at Kevin’s head. “And where would those hostages be?”
“I believe the area was called Eggers Grove,” Aleah spoke up and stepped beside Kevin, taking his hand in hers. “But they were in no condition to travel. We were simply passing through and sort of got caught in the middle of whatever is going on here. We did invite them to join us, but they refused.”
As Aleah gave these people a rundown of what had happened, Kevin scanned the group. They all looked pretty healthy. He had to assume that they were members of that compound just to the west. Of the fifteen, six were females. One of them had a disfiguring scar on her face. Better yet, what remained of her face was mostly twisted tissue that looked puckered but obviously from a wound that had long since healed. She had an eye patch over her left eye and, judging by what he saw, there was not likely to be an eye remaining in that socket.
“Hey!” the woman who had spoken first said, snapping her fingers in Kevin’s direction. “Let’s see it.”
Kevin blinked and looked around. Everybody was staring at him…including the woman with the disfigured face that he had been eyeballing. If she was self-conscious about his obvious visual examination of her facial scarring, she gave no indication.
“Show them your arm,” Rose whispered with an elbow to his ribs.
Suddenly understanding the situation and reason for the request, Kevin displayed the recent wound from the bite he’d sustained just a couple of days ago. Their captors—Kevin could not think of a better word for them at the moment since they all had weapons drawn and pointed at him and the rest of what remained of his group—moved in and examined the bite.
“Yep…that’s legit,” the woman who Kevin now saw as the leader said out loud before taking a step back. “So at least two of you are immune…and the others?”
“Nobody really wants to test the waters,” Aleah said with a forced laugh.
“You mind if I ask you a question?” Kevin rolled his sleeve down and shrugged his coat back on.
“Sure,” the woman agreed with a nod.
“Can at least of few of your people lower their weapons?”
“Stand down,” the woman ordered. “Now, perhaps some introductions, my name is Latricia Jones…” 
The woman went down the line and gave everybody else’s names. There were three Patricks and two Seans (one male, one female); beyond that, Kevin simply did not bother to commit any of the names to memory. If he had his way, this would not be a lengthy encounter. 
“Are we going to stand here and wait to see if that ocean of zombies finally notices us?” Rose blurted after Heather had shot Kevin a dirty look and introduced their group in a return of the extended courtesy.
For the first time since the two groups had met, Latricia’s people seemed to actually notice the seemingly endless stream of undead now pouring through the CTA lot. Another section of the train took that moment to topple and allow for a second tributary of zombies to pour in and add to the horde that was pushing everything forward in the lot, creating a tsunami of derelict vehicles and roadwork equipment.
“Jesus Chri—” one of the men started, but Latricia’s bark cut him off.
“Ramirez! What have I told you about taking the Lord’s name in vain?”
“Sorry, Lattie” The man gave a small bow of the head.
Great, Kevin thought, religious freaks. Anything else to make this just a bit worse?
“You say that there were Guardians up in the Eggers Grove neighborhood.”
“Yeah…they blew up a church for no reason and were really making a lot of racket,” Aleah said when, once again, it looked as if Kevin was going to remain silent.
“Oh…there was a reason,” Latricia muttered. “They were trying to draw me out…get a little payback.”
“By blowing up a church?” Rose asked. “That seems a bit much.”
“Long story,” Latricia waved a hand in dismissal.
“We should get back home,” one of the women suggested as she stared in a mix of horror and amazement at the sheer number of zombies now pouring through the CTA lot. “And if possible, we should probably recall the troops. I think this is a storm that we need to batten down for and just sit out until it is gone.”
“Crap!” Latricia spat. She turned to face Kevin and the others. “We don’t really have time to deal with you folks. You don’t seem like the enemy, so we are going to let you go. You are welcome to return with us, but if you do, there will be protocols and some time in isolation while we assess whether or not you are people that we want in our community.”
Nothing that the woman said held any appeal to Kevin. There was something about these folks that gave Kevin the heebie jeebies. They all had what he would classify as a fanatical look about them. In his mind, it was all about extremes: anything in moderation, be it alcohol, food, or even God, was okay. But anything in the extreme is a recipe for disaster.
“No thanks,” Kevin finally answered with a shake of the head. He thought that he saw a look of disappointment cross the faces of all three females; most noticeable was Rose. “But if any of the others want to stay…well, that is their choice.”
With no more ceremony than a curt nod, Kevin started walking. He did not even bother to look over his shoulder to see if the others would follow. It was Aleah who caught up to him first and grabbed him by the arm, spinning him around.
“Whatever this is…” she threw her hands up in his general direction, “…it has to stop. You have been acting strange for a while. Did I do something?”
By now, Heather and Rose had caught up. The overpass was empty as if Latricia and her people had never even been there. A distant low tone carried from the huge swarm of undead, but other than that, there was nothing. Not for the first time, but certainly it had been a while, Kevin marveled at the fact that they were in what had once been a thriving metropolis that was basically devoid of life. No cars, no planes, no people…just a slow reclamation by Mother Nature as multi-lane highways sprouted foot high weeds that were methodically pushing apart the rivers of asphalt that man had thought to be so permanent. 
The world was dead.
“I am a carrier,” Kevin whispered. When nobody spoke, Kevin sighed. It was embarrassing, and deep down, he knew that he was being selfish.
“If everything that we have heard is true, then I could infect you,” he glanced up at Aleah, but quickly found that he could not maintain eye contact. “Perhaps something as simple as a kiss, but there is definitely no way that we could ever become intimate again.”
There was a long silence. Then, Aleah placed her hands on Kevin’s shoulders. When he continued to stare at the ground, she nudged his face up to hers and looked into his eyes with so much love that it made Kevin weak in the knees. Never in his life had anybody, much less a woman as beautiful as Aleah, looked at him in that way.
“For somebody so smart, you can be a real idiot,” she said with a slight hitch in her voice. “And as for the possibility of you infecting me, we can figure something out. There are ways.”
“Ever heard of condoms?” Rose muttered. Heather gave her a sharp elbow to the ribs.
“And now is as good of a time as any to make an announcement,” Aleah said, turning to include the others in the conversation. She pulled Kevin beside her and took his hand, squeezing it gently. “I’m pregnant.”
Those two words hung in the air long enough for Aleah to begin to think that perhaps she had made a mistake in sharing her announcement. Kevin’s hand jerked away sharply from her own and she was about to burst into tears until she realized why.
Kevin had fainted.
 
***
 
Kevin awoke with a start. Confusion was the most dominant emotion, but it was quickly replaced with fear when he looked around and discovered that he was in a small room not much larger than a closet. He was on the floor and it was dark; of that much he was certain.
Feeling around, he actually confirmed that his guess had been accurate; this was a supply closet of some sort. There were shelves at about shoulder height and a deep sink against the back wall. He found the doorknob and turned, hardly surprised to discover it locked.
He kicked it a few times and shouted to be let out. When he stopped, he could hear the sound of jangling keys. Doing a quick pat down, he was dismayed but not in the least bit surprised to discover that he had been stripped of all his weapons.
The door opened and Kevin braced himself for what would greet him. It was not what he expected.
“Jeez, do you have to make so much racket?” Rose huffed.
“Where am I…where are the others?” he asked, shoving past the girl to get out of the closet. He looked around and easily recognized the hallways of academia. They had to be inside the college; even more important, that meant they were with Latricia’s people: the immunes.
It took Kevin a few seconds to realize that Rose had not answered his question. When he looked down at her, he saw something that led him to believe that, just perhaps, he might not want that answer. 
“It’s Aleah.” 
Rose barely spoke the words above a whisper, but they slammed in to Kevin with all the force of a hurricane. The girl actually had tears in her eyes now as she looked up at Kevin with a stricken expression.
“What about her?” Kevin asked. He saw the girl wince and looked down to discover that his hands held her shoulders in a firm grip. When had he done that? Very gingerly, he let go and took a step back. 
“Right after you fainted, she let loose with a scream…” Rose drifted back to that memory and shuddered at the sound. Up until that moment, she had thought that the sound of a person dying at the teeth of a zombie was the worst thing that she had ever heard.
“She was bent over at the waist and had her arms tight around her belly. Then…” Rose’s voice faded. She did not want to say what happened next. Swallowing hard, she continued. “Then blood began to pour from her…from between her legs. She fell to the ground and started screaming and crying and thrashing around.”
Kevin felt sick. His mind was painting a horror far worse even than the actual event. He quickly jumped to the worst possible conclusion. Rose saw the look on his face and guessed at what she had led him to believe.
“It was a miscarriage, Kevin,” she blurted. She grabbed Kevin’s face in her hands and stared into his eyes. “The guess, last I heard, had something to do with whatever toxic stuff we breathed in down by the trains. It was not the baby…it was the poison. The doctor said that it probably prompted a spontaneous abortion. She lost a lot of blood, but they say that she will be okay.”
Kevin felt a wave of relief. His mind had already created the scenario where the undead fetus had clawed its way out…he cursed Zak Snyder and his Dawn of the Dead remake as he allowed himself to breathe. Still, there was something else now trying to rise up in his mind, but he smashed it down. He would not indulge such selfishness.
“Take me to her,” Kevin said with a wavering sigh.
“They won’t let you in to see her yet,” Rose said with a shake of her head. Kevin was about to explode with some angry response, but Rose cut him off. “They want to see you first…the people in charge.”
“Well they can just—” he started, but a voice cut him off.
“Mister Dreon?” 
Kevin spun to discover an Asian man standing in the hallway. About ten feet behind him were three others, and everybody was heavily armed like they were heading out to the field. Surely they could not be packing all this firepower because of him.
“Yeah,” Kevin said with a step back.
“If you would come with us,” the man said in a voice that showed no malice or anger. It was simply a request.
Kevin glanced at Rose, who gave him a shrug. A thought came to him and he turned to face the strangers.
“Where is Heather?”
The man looked back at the others who all shrugged or shook their heads. He turned back to Kevin. “I have no idea. If you are referring to the other young lady who arrived with you, the one who is one of the immune, then she is likely in the clinic. We will bring you there after you have been to see Analisa.”
“And you have no idea where she is either?” Kevin turned to Rose. The girl shook her head.
“When we got here, she told me to stay with you until you came to. I followed her until Aleah was taken in to see the doctor, then I came here and have been waiting for you to wake up ever since.”
“About that,” Kevin whispered, “how long was I out?”
“About an hour.”
“Why didn’t anybody try to wake me?”
“When Aleah…” the girl’s voice faded. Kevin understood and gave her what he hoped was a reassuring pat on the arm.
“Okay, let’s go.” Kevin started toward the Asian man and his crew.
He was not surprised when they sort of surrounded him. They moved down the hallway and to a set of doors that opened to the outside. Kevin’s eyes quickly began to scan everything. What he saw was impressive. There were small garden plots everywhere that were already showing signs of growth. In addition, he noticed five trucks parked side by side. They all had various logos that announced their contents: spring water.
He spotted several rain collection devices. These people obviously understood the importance of that commodity. The human body could endure a lot, but deprive it of water and the average life expectancy was reduced to about three days.
On the tops of a few of the buildings he spotted what he had to assume to be solar panels. His question as to whether or not they were actually being used came when his group escorted him inside another large building. Of course the first thing that he noticed was the smell. His eyes tracked to a large, open space that had probably been a student study area. There were rows of open pens as well as several cages.
“Chickens,” Kevin breathed. He saw one area in particular with a series of heat lamps where they were obviously assisting with the incubation process.
They turned down another hallway and Kevin saw that several of the doors had the windows blacked out or covered. They passed just as one opened and a trio of women emerged dressed in scrubs; all with varying degrees of blood smeared on them.
Kevin slowed up. He felt something prod him between the shoulder blades.
“Ease up, Damian,” the Asian man said. He turned to Kevin. “This is our medical wing. We have injured people from the last encounter with The Guardians being tended to right now.”
“You been mixing it up long with these Guardian folks?” Kevin asked, catching just a brief glimpse inside the room that the three women had exited before the door shut with a click. He had seen a lot of beds with bodies in them. The one thing he had not been able to determine was if they were living or…undead.
“For a bit…but it’s a long story and we don’t have time right now. If you’re that interested and hang out a while, I’m sure somebody will gladly spill it to you.”
“How about a name.” Kevin stated as he glanced over his shoulder at the dark skinned man with the police baton in his hand. “I already know Damian here…but what about yours?”
“Ken, Ken Tucker.”
“And what did you do before the world ended?” Kevin asked with what he hoped was a pleasant sounding chuckle in his voice. 
Something had his hackles up. He could not place it, and honestly, the thing that kept resonating in his head was that he’d seen something like this in the movies. Everybody seemed pleasant on the outside, but you just knew that there was something dark and cancerous under the surface. But this ain’t the movies, he told himself.
“Piano teacher by day, concert pianist when I could get the booking,” Ken answered wistfully.
“Seriously?” 
Kevin gave the man an appraising glance and tried to picture him clean shaven and in a tuxedo, walking out onto a stage with a huge white piano. The vision just refused to come. This man looked like he’d been through a fight with a meat grinder. He had scars on his scars. Plus, he was missing a few fingers.
“We’re here,” Ken announced as they came to a stop in front of a set of double doors. They were opened to reveal an auditorium. “After you.” The man gestured for Kevin to enter. Despite several lanterns, the large room was shrouded in shadows.
Taking a deep breath, Kevin entered and made his way down the center aisle. On the stage was a long table with a dozen or so people seated around it. He could not make out what was being said due to the echoes in the empty cavern of an auditorium, but he knew arguing when he heard it.
 At last, they got close enough and he was able to make out a woman speaking.
“And I say that we cease all outside-the-wall activity for at least the next few weeks. The Guardians will have their hands full with that swarm. And we lost contact with that small community just to the northeast of us, so we should consider them to be knocked out.”
“But we are so close to ending this,” a man insisted. “If we can hit them now, I don’t believe that we will have to worry about them any longer!”
Kevin glanced over at Ken. The man gave a grim smile in return. He gestured with an arm for Kevin to lead the way up a small set of steps that would take them to the stage.
“Why is your answer always about attacking?” the woman retorted. 
“If you would have done as I suggested six months ago…we would not be dealing with this now.” The man pounded the table for emphasis. “My daughter would still be alive.”
“You won’t blame that on me,” the woman countered.
Somebody at the table cleared their throat to indicate that they had company. There was a sudden and, at least for Kevin, very uncomfortable, silence. Every head turned to regard the new arrival. Kevin saw a mixture of expressions that varied from curiosity to annoyance with a touch of apathy.
“You must be Kevin Dreon,” the woman said as she stood and moved around the table.
“Yeah, and whatever you have to say, make it quick. I want to see Aleah.” A small voice in his head told him to be polite, but he was not in the mood to listen. “And maybe somebody can tell me why I was locked in a closet, as well as where Heather is. Oh…and I want my stuff.”
“Maybe we ought to just toss you over the fence and be rid of you,” the man who’d been arguing with the woman snarled.
“Do what you gotta do,” Kevin shot back. “I didn’t ask to come here.”
“No, your friends called for help when you fainted,” the man retorted with a sarcastic snort. “Otherwise—”
“Otherwise nothing,” Kevin interrupted. “We’ve been doing just fine on our own for quite a while. I’m sure they would have figured something out. Besides, the herd wasn’t heading our way.”
“We will take you to your friend Aleah in just a few minutes,” the woman spoke up, shooting the man a hard look that had him easing back into his chair with a scowl. “But we had a few questions if—”
“I’m not answering a damn thing until you answer some of mine!” Kevin cut the woman off.
“Okay…” She took a deep breath, and Kevin had the feeling that she was not accustomed to being talked to so harshly. He had absolutely noticed the way she was obviously running the conversation between herself and the belligerent man who was now trying to hide an amused smile. “Your one friend, Aleah was it? The pregnant one? She had a miscarriage. That was compounded by some toxic chemicals she inhaled. It caused a violent hemorrhaging, but the last report was that she would recover fully. The other young lady, the one who demonstrates the immunity? Heather? She is simply providing some cultures and blood samples…all of her own free will!” the woman added hurriedly when she saw Kevin’s expression grow darker.
“And as for you, you were placed in that holding room because we did not simply want you wandering our compound. Your weapons were taken because you are a stranger, if you have been out there this past year, then surely you must be aware that there are some…unsavory types wandering the countryside these days. You will be given your equipment if you decide to depart. Otherwise, you might find that it is a bit…” she paused and seemed to be searching for the correct word. “Pedestrian.”
“Although a lot of it looks relatively new and you obviously practice good maintenance and cleaning,” another man piped up.
“Can we save the mutual ass kissing session for later?” the belligerent man huffed.
“My colleague, Mister Cranston, is right. We do have pressing issues that must be dealt with. So, if we have answered your questions sufficiently…” The woman left that statement in the air and raised her eyebrows at Kevin to prompt his response.
“Ask your questions, but I told that member of your scout team everything that seemed important.” Kevin realized that Ken had left. He was basically on his own.
He answered each question about what they had seen back at Eggers Grove. He tried to give as much detail as possible. The one area that he felt bad about was that he had not bothered to recall the names of the people he had spoken to that had been captives of this gang calling themselves The Guardians.
At one point, a man entered the room and whispered something to the woman—who had given her name as Analisa Cimber—and then left. Analisa smiled and relayed that Aleah was stable and sleeping comfortably, that she had been given a very mild sedative and that he would be able to sit at her bedside in order to be there when she awoke a few hours from now.
The questions continued, many beyond his ability to answer. As it drew on, Kevin was able to slip in some more questions of his own. He discovered that there had been a large group of survivors who had actually been doing very well for themselves. Close to four thousand of them had made it to the US Bank building a mile or so away. 
It only took them a short time to realize that they needed to find a place they could fortify. A nearby golf course had been the first choice, but an out of control fire at a bordering automotive junk yard influenced their decision to try and secure the Olive-Harvey college campus a little further north.
At some point, the first case of immunity was discovered in a young African-American woman. Three weeks later, her boyfriend turned after suddenly taking ill. The woman had tried to keep the young man away from the general population when he showed the first signs of the black tracers in his eyes which led to five deaths when he rose late one night.
After that, the story got a little jumbled. It was eventually deduced that the zombie virus could be transmitted like any bodily fluid-borne pathogen. What happened next was, in Kevin’s opinion, a prime example of why humanity might not actually deserve to survive this epoch of its history.
It started one morning with the discovery of the young woman hanging from a light post. Around her neck was a placard with the word “Carrier” scrawled in black letters. This caused a heated exchange and a lot of fights, but eventually, things settled down.
A few weeks later, a group of survivors were at the gates begging to be let in. One of the members of the group proved to be immune to the bite as demonstrated by the well healed scar on his right arm. A group of men came down as the newcomers were being ushered inside and demanded that the “carrier” be excluded from those allowed to enter.
The fact that they were all white was probably an unfortunate circumstance considering the African-American ethnicity of the newest person to show immunity. Words were said and the community divided racially within the hour. The assumption was now that ALL African-Americans were probably immune. This also led to the assumption (later confirmed during a confession that was extracted under torture) that this group had been responsible for hanging the first case.
During the fighting, a section of the barricade was breached, and undead came streaming in; having been drawn to all of the commotion taking place within the compound. Once the breach was sealed, over fifty people died and almost a hundred had been bitten. The “African-American immunity theory” was debunked on four fronts as a Hispanic man, White woman and Ken Tucker who was of Korean heritage all proved immune to the bite. Meanwhile, several African-Americans eventually succumbed and turned. 
Things seemed to settle down, but feelings had already been damaged. A group of young African-American men struck two days later, kidnapping all of the men who had been at the gate that day to try and deny entrance to the one immune member of the recently arrived group. They obtained written confessions from three of the seven and went so far as to have one of the group, a young man who was no older than fifteen, stand on the roof of one of the campus buildings and shout his confession before he was shoved over the side; the fall was enough for his head to come clean from the body when the rope jerked suddenly after the twenty-plus foot fall.
And once again, conflict erupted within the compound. When it was over, several hundred members of the community escaped amidst threats of returning one day to “wipe out the abominations” as one man put it.
Over the next several weeks, patrols returned, bringing with them anybody they discovered who showed immunity to the bite. No questions were asked about how there often seemed to be only immunes being brought back to the compound from these patrols.
Six weeks later, another attack came.
This would be the first of many by The Guardians as the exiled former members of the group would brand themselves. All winter long, the two groups clashed as the nearby neighborhoods were looted by both factions. Kevin was curious as to why neither side considered abandoning the densely populated areas for someplace more remote.
“Why? Ain’t they got zombies out in the sticks?” Jordan Cranston, the belligerent man who had been arguing with Analisa when Kevin had first arrived, asked with a rude snort of a laugh.
The thing is, Kevin was struck with more force by that question than perhaps the man realized. His entire plan had been to escape to “the sticks” as the man so eloquently put it. He had made the assumption that a densely populated area would be a safer choice. Only, he had to wonder; was anyplace truly safe? They had already witnessed large urban areas with little to no zombie activity. Not only that, but they had seen herds out in the more remote regions. The undead were always on the move in the direction of whatever stimulus had drawn them on errands probably long forgotten. Not for the first time, Kevin wondered if his decision to trek all the way to South Dakota was a fool’s errand.
By the time the stories were finished, Kevin was only certain of one thing. He would not be staying here. It did not matter which side of this feud you felt was more in the right, both sides had gotten it wrong as far as he was concerned. Both sides were using the same petty mindset that had been so prevalent in the society of the living: destroy anything that is different from yourself.
He had heard one thing that disturbed him more than anything else. These people, these immunes had sent one of their own into the midst of The Guardians. From the descriptions, she was a beautiful woman. Her sole job was to test a theory of transmission. She seduced a few of the men in a two day period. 
Since her wound was a rather small scratch on her thigh, it was simple to conceal. She managed to infect five men in two days before slipping out. Sure enough, spies for the immunes reported that all five men turned within seventy-two hours. It only took The Guardians a few hours after the situation had been resolved for them to figure out what had happened.
This news upset him in more ways than one. Of course his most selfish reason was simply that he was now certain he could no longer continue his relationship with Aleah. But the other part that bothered him was that this was basically the post-apocalyptic version of a bio-weapon.
“So…will you be staying? From what we have heard in just the short conversations we have had with Heather, you would be an amazing asset to our society,” Analisa said, glancing up and down the table at the others who, with the exception of Jordan Cranston, were all nodding their agreement.
Kevin wanted to come right out and say that they would absolutely not be staying. However, he was concerned that such a response might lead to something unpleasant. At the moment, he had not seen Aleah and was not exactly sure where Heather might be. 
“I need to see my friends…talk things over with them. This is not a dictatorship.” That was the best answer he had at the moment.
“Of course, you must be worried sick,” Analisa said with a nod. There was only a brief pause, though. “A quick question about her if you don’t mind.”
Kevin bit his tongue. He’d had just about enough of the questions. He thought he had answered everything to their satisfaction.
“She was pregnant and lost the child…but she is not immune. Can we safely assume that you were the father, and that this event took place prior to your having been bitten?”
Kevin was not sure how they knew, but it sounded like they had just confirmed that Aleah did not share his immunity trait. Maybe he was reading more into her words, but he had to consider that she might have just let slip a tidbit of information.
“That is correct,” Kevin said with a grim nod. “Now…if you don’t mind…I’ve answered your questions. I want to see Aleah.”
“Very well.” Analisa rose and pushed a notebook across the table to one of her cohorts and then led Kevin down the stairs.
As soon as they exited the room, she began talking. “Listen, I understand your concerns, and I realize that you have no reason to trust us in the slightest…but it would be beneficial to you and your friends if you were to stay here.”
“You want an outsider’s opinion?” Kevin finally asked. The woman gave him a nod and gestured with her hands for him to go ahead.
“I think you have some good ideas. I think you are in a terrible location…” She opened her mouth to protest and Kevin raised his hand to silence her. “Hear me out. The first thing that I noticed is that your water supply is very dicey. You seem to be relying on rain water as your primary supply. In the event of the perfect storm where you are surrounded by a herd like that one that just came through here, and a lack of rain…well, y’all are screwed seven ways till Sunday as my mom used to always say.
“Add in the fact that you are involved in what is basically a war with another large group of survivors, that you have used the new world equivalent to a human bio-terrorist attack to get back at these people…” Kevin let his voice trail off. He had not wanted to tip his hand on the fact that he really had no intention of staying, but he was fairly certain he’d given that idea with crystal clarity.
“I realize that, all at once, things may seem a bit…wrong, from an outsider’s perspective,” Analisa spoke slowly, seeming to choose her words carefully. “However, the fact is that there is a new reality unfolding before us. In those early days, did you even imagine the possibility that a bite from one of those monsters would not be a death sentence?”
Kevin thought back to just such an event. The day his friend Cary had been bitten and he’d left him knocked out in a disabled car with a gun and a single bullet. He remembered vividly the day he’d met Heather and discovered the possibility. Of course, later, and against the odds, he had been reunited with Cary for a short while. He shook his head to clear it. The last thing he needed right now was to get overly emotional.
“And so you are doing what exactly? Building some sort of Utopia where all the people who are immune can come to wait out the slow death of the rest of humanity? Thanks, but I’d rather not.” Kevin stopped suddenly and folded his arms across his chest. 
“There is no such thing as a safe place, I’ll give you that. And perhaps the undead have migrated to the point where you might think this is not a bad choice to call home…all the hundreds of thousands of homes waiting to be plundered. But spring is coming, and with it…warmer temperatures. I bet you anything that this place will be a haven for disease by June. All of the corpses that will rot under the sun, all the vermin coming in for the feast will likely cause the next black plague.
“Your vision is shortsighted, and the day you run out of water, you will realize it. I doubt the next five years are going to be pleasant near any major city. The zombies might have moved on, but you can’t do anything about who knows how many diseases are waiting to bloom in the heat and humidity.” Kevin shook his head and gave a rueful smile. “I’ll take my chances out there, thanks.”
“Then I wish you the best of luck.” Analisa was looking at Kevin, appraising him in a way that suddenly made him very uncomfortable. “But I have one final request, if you will at least give it consideration.”
He was not liking the look on the woman’s face, but he did not see the harm in listening. He gave her a nod, but also motioned for her to continue leading him to wherever it was that they were keeping Aleah.
“One of the things we are fortunate to have is a medical facility. Electricity has provided us with some very unique advantages. Also, we have a governmental research team that has made some amazing discoveries. We may be the only people who have a test to determine the likelihood of a person exhibiting immunity. That is why we know that your female companion is not.
“This winter, we celebrated the first birth of our community. Both parents were immune, and tests revealed that the child possessed the same trait. Once it was verified, you can imagine our elation. Since then, a few more of our citizens have become parents. Each case has yielded a child that is immune.
“Our only concern is the limited gene pool that we have to draw from. You must appreciate the problems that could arise if we do noth—”
“Hold on a minute!” Kevin snapped.
“We would make it very much worth your while,” Analisa spoke quickly, thinking that she had already guessed Kevin’s objection. “And we would keep the information confidential. Your companions never need know.”
“Just how exactly did you verify that these children were immune?” Kevin said in a voice barely above a whisper.
“What?” The question had caught Analisa completely off guard. So much so that she blurted the answer without even realizing at first the effect her words were having on Kevin. “It was really just a simple matter of injecting them with blood from one of the undead. We only lost one child in the process, and that was due to a compromised immune system The child never exhibited the telltale signs such as the blackness in the capillaries of the eyes, so it—”
“You are all a bunch of fucking animals,” Kevin hissed. 
“Mister Dreon, I can assure you that we took every precaution—” she began to protest, but Kevin cut her off yet again.
“You are treating people like lab rats! You are injecting newborn children to prove if they are immune or not. And what about the parents? Are you telling me that every single set of parents here were okay with that? Because, if you are, I am gonna call bullshit.” Kevin took a step back from the woman and gave her a harsh stare.
“You people are sick in the head. If you think that I am going to contribute to this in any way, then you are pure crazy.” Kevin wished he had a weapon handy. Of course that wish was amplified just seconds later.
“I told you he was weak,” the voice of Jordan Cranston called. 
Kevin looked up to discover that Cranston and several others were standing at the edge of the roof of the closest building; each was holding a rifle or handgun. All barrels were trained on him.
“You never had any intention of letting us go,” Kevin said with a sigh. 
“That is not true.” Analisa shook her head. “However, with what you know, and your subsequent reaction, wouldn’t you agree that it would not be wise for us to simply let you go now?”
“So you’re going to kill me?”
“Haven’t you been paying attention?” Jordan Cranston said with an evil laugh. “You’re too damn valuable to simply kill outright.”
Kevin thought he might have a clue as to what was being implied, yet it was just too bizarre for him to give it serious purchase in his mind. He looked over at Analisa who suddenly found something interesting on the ground.
“Just so we are clear, are you saying—” Kevin began, but Jordan barked a laugh and spoke.
“Son, you are breeding stock. Now personally, I don’t see how any red-blooded male can consider that a bad thing. You’ll be seeing more pussy in the next few days than you have ever seen in your life…‘cept for maybe the magazines. Judging by the looks of ya, I think I am making a fair assumption. You what folks used to call a geek, am I right?”
“And if I refuse?” Kevin challenged.
This only made Jordan laugh that much harder. “Boy, we gonna strap you down on a table, then we gonna send in naked women to rub up on you…how you think you’re gonna refuse?”
“To make it easy on you, how about if we let you begin with your companion. Heather, I believe was her name?” Analisa finally spoke.
Kevin whirled around on the woman. “Not her! Never her…you understand me? Don’t you people dare touch her.”
“Kevin, you are making far too much of this. It would all be so much easier if you just relax and give it time,” Analisa insisted.
“And if this were the other way around…if you and a few of your fellow travelers had arrived and we were telling you that you were going to become nothing more than a breeder…you wouldn’t have a problem with it?”
“But it doesn’t have to be that way.” Analisa leaned in close to Kevin, a look in her eyes that reminded Kevin of some sort of brainwashed cult member who thought everything was “beautiful and happy” because that was what they were told. “You could join us here…be part of the community. We need people with your brains.”
Kevin had to wonder how much had been told…and to who. Certainly they could not simply assume that he was smart. Obviously the others had been questioned. To what extent is what he had to wonder. Had they been questioned…or interrogated?
“Let’s say that I agree to give this place a try.” Kevin held up his hands. “Can I have some assurances that all of my friends will not be harmed in any way, that you will let us stay together until we are comfortable with the surroundings?”
“For the most part,” Analisa said with a nod.
Kevin saw something flicker across her face for just a second. Had he not been staring at her, he would have missed it. 
“Okay…what is the catch?” 
“The woman Aleah…she is not immune, neither is the girl…Rose I believe is her name. We have a policy here that forbids any who are not immune from staying for longer than ten days. We considered adding people like them to a work pool, but it was eventually decided that they were a bigger draw on resources than they were worth.”
Kevin could not believe what he was hearing. He had to think that maybe The Guardians had the right idea in trying to wipe these people out. He glanced over at Jordan and his crew as they made their way to the ground and fanned out around him, weapons still aimed. He marveled at how much larger the barrel of a gun looked when you were staring down it from the wrong end.
“So what happens to them?” Kevin asked.
“They will be taken to a site where we know the area to be clean, and the two will be sent on their way. Seriously, Kevin, we are not monsters. Did you think we would do something horrible like kill them or use them in some evil experiment?” Analisa said with what he imagined she considered to be a charming laugh. However, it was the next words from her mouth that left him with a chill. “After all…this isn’t some weird horror movie.”
“Fine.” Kevin threw up his hands in surrender. “I give, but I want to see my people…all of them. And if Aleah and Rose are going to be taken out of here…I will be the one to do it.”
“Sure.” Jordan made a rude snorting sound again. “But me and some of the boys will be going along as well. And the young gal, Heather…she stays here. You honestly don’t think we will be taking you at your word, do ya?”
“Not if you had a brain in your head.” Kevin turned to face the man. He knew from experience what a bully was like. And he had learned that there was only one way to deal with them; you could not show any signs of fear or intimidation.
Yes, this had totally thrown off his plans, but it had also helped him figure something out. He had been so overwhelmed by self-pity that he had forgotten what was important. He had begun to separate himself from the group. That had been a mistake.
Of course, now he at least had something to help take his mind off of his situation. There was no way he would consent to living out his existence here. 
He had a lot to think about. Obviously there was some shady stuff going on. But how much did the general population know about what was taking place? Surely not everybody could be on board. Who would think it is okay to inject their newborn baby with zombie blood?
He would root out the chink in the armor of these freaks and use that to gain the freedom of he and the others.
However, all of that would have to wait for a little while. He needed to see Aleah for himself and know that she was okay.
He was a little surprised when Analisa dismissed Jordan and his band. He expected to be under armed escort every step of the way. Apparently his feelings showed clearly on his face.
“Where would you go?” Analisa said flatly. “Let’s say that you overpower me, take my gun, and then kill me. What would you do next? How would you find your friends and get them out of here? The need to keep you at gunpoint is moot now that you know the whole situation.”
Kevin could not exactly argue with the sentiment. He had a threatening retort on the tip of his tongue, but his emotions were finally settling to the point where he could push them down and not speak it out loud.
The rest of the walk was in silence. Kevin’s mind churned with a million thoughts, but none of them revealed a solution to his situation. Still, he had learned that there was no such thing as a perfect situation; if he was going to do anything, he was going to have to understand that it would come with risks. The one thing he was certain of was that he would not spend whatever was left of his life in this place.
A small voice tried to speak up; ask him if it would be so horrible. After all, this place was almost exactly what he was hoping to create—minus the creepy and dark undertones. But was it so creepy? Was there no way that he could appreciate their point of view?
He walked into the room and saw Aleah on the bed, covered with a white sheet. In that moment, he dismissed the ludicrous idea of staying here of his own free will. He would find a way out; and if it brought this place down in the process, so much the better.
“Aleah?” Kevin whispered as he walked in the room. 
His eyes flicked to a tray sitting on the table beside her. A half-eaten baked potato, some tomatoes, and the crust of an unidentifiable sandwich remained. He begrudgingly admitted that it was probably the best meal she’d had in weeks…if not months.
“Kevin?” Her eyes flickered open and seemed to struggle in their ability to focus. 
Hurrying to her bedside, Kevin grabbed the cup of water sitting on the table with the tray of partially finished food. He brought it to her lips and helped her drink. He could sense Analisa standing close behind him.
“I don’t imagine you would feel like waiting outside?” Kevin called over his shoulder.
“We are confident…not stupid,” Analisa replied. “While you may find this hard to believe, we don’t have every room bugged or anything like that…actually, we are not this evil entity that you are painting us to be. We simply want to be left alone and at the same time, do our best to create a new society. We don’t want to see the end of humanity.”
“Yeah, you guys are a bunch of Boy and Girl Scouts,” Kevin scoffed.
“We simply want to take care of ourselves. Believe it or not, we are pulling away from the people who are not immune as much for their protection as for any other reason.”
“Well y’all are just a bunch of misunderstood good Samaritans,” Kevin said with a wry laugh. 
He wanted to give Aleah his full attention, but clearly this woman was not going to back off, and he truly did not believe that he could make his own situation any worse. He clasped Aleah’s hand in his and kissed it before turning to face this woman and give her what he considered to be a solid dose of reality.
“Maybe you have been behind these walls a little too long…and I think you have been drinking too much of the Kool-Aid. I’ve been out there in the thick of this insanity since the beginning, and I have come to the conclusion that maybe we are not fit to continue as a species.
“I have seen the most abominable sides of humanity, and every single time I think the bottom has been hit…people like you and yours come along and show me that it was simply a rock layer. And we break through that and just continue to spiral. You are justifying the equivalent of genocide. I am certain that you know who Adolph Hitler was, so I will save you the history primer, but you are condemning people to death and trying to create a Master Race. Put flowers and bows on it if you like, but that is what you are doing here.
“You want to toss out any who are not like you, and you have the audacity to say that you are doing people a favor? Wake the fuck up, sister. You people are killers and bad guys…you are no different from those Guardians…and you may actually be worse.
“You inject newborn babies with zombie blood! How can you not see the absolute evil in that? And you don’t tell the parents? If they ever find out—”
“We didn’t at first,” Analisa cut Kevin off. 
Despite her attempt to defend the actions she was a part of, Kevin thought he could sense something under the surface. For one, she was not keeping eye contact. Her head had been down the entire time he’d been laying in to her until he got to the part about the babies.
“But now, it is standard protocol…and we even made sure to hold a public meeting and tell everybody.”
“And everybody just agreed to your little idea?” Kevin challenged.
Analisa’s head dropped and Kevin knew right then what the answer was to that question. He glanced down at Aleah who was looking up at him in total confusion. He patted her hand and gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile.
He suddenly felt ashamed of his actions the past several days. He had been wallowing in self-pity. He had started to distance himself from those he cared about. Even worse, he had superimposed his own thoughts and feelings on Aleah. He had decided for her that he was no longer worthy of her love, despite the fact that she had insisted otherwise.
Now that he was faced with actually losing her for good, he realized that it was better to have her in his life in any facet than none at all. He realized how cliché the whole ‘you don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone’ thing might be; however, it turned out to be true—once again. Memories of his little sister threatened to surface, and he shoved them down. That would be for later.
“You can still redeem yourself,” Kevin dared to whisper after considering his next action. It was a risk, but he would not let the sun set on the idea of “what if”. He kept his gaze as unemotional as he could. When Analisa looked up at him, Kevin saw that thing under the surface in a struggle to break through.
“You don’t understand,” Analisa whispered with a shake of her head.
“No,” Kevin disagreed as softly and gently as he could manage. “It is you who does not understand. You are never too far gone for redemption. Trust me…if you knew the mistakes that I have made in the last year—”
“It isn’t about mistakes. I can’t leave here.”
“Why not?”
“I can’t leave my baby daughter.”
That simple sentence landed with a mental clang that reverberated through the space between them. Analisa had a child? That changed everything. He felt his mouth try to spit out the invitation for her to bring the child as well, but he knew that would not work. If he and his friends were to have any chance of escaping these people, they needed to be able to move fast and light. A baby was a drain on resources and did not understand things like how they needed to be quiet at a certain time. If they brought an infant along, as harsh as the reality was to even think—especially considering that until just recently, he and Aleah were expecting a child of their own—it would end in disaster. Kevin was really hating where his mind was going. Was he any better than these people? Was it really just a simple matter of perspective? As long as he was making choices for his group, he was the “good” guy?
He brushed the attempted rise of his conscience. Now was just not the time. He could sift through all his own crap and baggage later.
“Fine, but you can’t be okay what is happening here? And you surely can’t be okay with all that garbage you were laying on me about keeping me here to add to your gene pool whether I wanted to or not.”
“Excuse me…what?” Aleah said weakly.
“Not now,” Kevin said with a pat of her hand. He shouldn’t have been surprised when she yanked it away.
“What the hell is going on, Kevin?” Aleah insisted.
“I can’t begin to tell you half of it.” Kevin turned to face the woman he loved. Seeing her face as she looked up at him only strengthened his resolve to get all of them out of this nightmare.
“But—” Aleah began; Kevin cut her off.
“Now is really not the time.” He turned back to Analisa. “Okay, I can see it all over your face. You are conflicted about what to do. Just let us go. If we slip out tonight—” Now it was Kevin’s turn to be cut off.
“That’s not possible.” Analisa gave a curt shake of her head. “If I let you escape, the consequences would be more than I am willing to pay.”
“I could make it look like I overpowered you,” Kevin pressed.
“Okay!” a voice said with a sardonic laugh from outside the door, causing everybody in the room to jump. “That’s about enough.”
Jordan entered with three men behind him. They had their weapons drawn.
“All deals are off the table. You keep your hands up where we can see ‘em.” Jordan waved his gun at Kevin. “You will be put in the tank and dealt with just how I said we should have in the first place. Dead woman walking over there,” he indicated Aleah with his handgun, “is out of here first thing in the morning, along with that kid.” He turned to one of the men. “Go find that little black girl that come in with these folks and tell her that her friends want to meet her here. We can keep her under guard overnight and toss them both out together. As for that fine little immune philly that came in, send her to my room. I am going to fill her in on her new living arrangements.”
“Don’t you dare!” Kevin hissed, lunging forward. The sound of every gun in the room having its hammer cocked made him stop short.
“It ain’t what you think, fella” Jordan shook his head. “I won’t lay a hand on her. Despite almost everything you have in your head about us, that girl is safe. She simply won’t be allowed to leave. Eventually she will get used to her situation and probably find herself a boy she likes…settle down…make babies…” 
“What about all that talk about sending her in and forcing me to get her pregnant?” Kevin asked.
“Just words.” Jordan laughed. “Not about the part where you become a living sperm bank…sorry to say that part is real, but we got plenty of women on the sign-up sheet who are wanting to get pregnant.”
“And they will be okay with forcing me to have sex against my will?” Kevin challenged.
“Nope, but they will be okay with having sex with the poor man in the coma.” Jordan plucked his baseball hat from his head and affected a sorrowful expression. “He tried to hang in there, but in the end, we simply could not do anything more for the man. His last wishes were that he help us anyway he could. They say that folks in a coma can feel and hear. Let’s send him to Heaven with a smile ladies.”
“Kevin?” For the first time in a long time, Kevin heard fear in Aleah’s voice. “What is going on?”
Kevin turned to the woman he loved, his mind racing with bits and pieces of ideas; none of them solid enough to base a plan on how to help them escape.
“Remember when I said that things ain’t like in the movies?” his voice just above a whisper. Aleah nodded, tears starting to well in her eyes. “Well…I was right. It’s worse.”
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New Friends, New Enemies
 
“This sucks,” I whispered. 
Looking around the landing, zombies were pouring out from a pair of long, dark corridors. The walking dead were packed in pretty tight and there was zero chance that I could make it through; plus, I had no idea where those corridors went…if they actually went anywhere.
Spinning around, I saw something that had me positive that child zombies were something to be worried about. The children had lagged to the rear of the swarm that was now making its way up the stairs towards me. Another cluster had moved to the doors that I had come through when I first entered this building.
I let the magazine drop to the ground with a clatter as I pulled out a fresh one and slammed it into place. If I was to die right here in this spot, I wanted a damned statue built of me standing atop a pile of zombies.
“Billy died, but he took a shitload with him,” people would say. Hell, maybe they would put that on the plaque at the base of my monument.
Taking the last two steps so that I was now standing flat, I took aim at head level and fired a few short bursts. Zombies were dropping, but that didn’t mean much when looking at the big picture. It really seemed that for every one that fell, two more emerged from those gaping black maws from Hell.
“Fuck you all!” I screamed, but nobody would have heard it over the sound of my M4. Another magazine dropped and I knew that I had two left after the one that I was swapping in. I had not even realized it, but I had taken at least a dozen steps away from the defunct escalators. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the first of the ones from below come into view.
I fired another burst at the closest group and then made sure my pistol would come clean from the holster in a hurry. I wonder if I will feel anything? That morbid thought was shoved down, but the same voice was also now reminding me to make sure that I aim the weapon up instead of back. More than one attempted suicide had failed because the person simply shoved the barrel into the back of their mouth and fired. I wanted to be certain that I blew my brains out.
My M4 dry fired and I went to swap out magazines again. There were bodies littering the floor, but there was still way too many of them coming for me. A few were close enough that it was a race to reload in time. I kicked one back just as I brought the weapon up and fired a round into its head.
I was not going to get to that fifth mag. The walkers from below were now pouring out into the open balcony area and had effectively boxed me in between themselves and their brethren. Death was now just a moment or two away.
An explosion sounded and was amplified to painful, eardrum-splitting levels by the vast open space of the enormous entryway of this cursed building. Another followed almost immediately, but since my ears were still ringing from the first blast, it did not seem quite as loud.
Thank God for zombies being stupid; or, at the very least, easily distracted. Most of them turned at the sudden and new sound. The ones closest to me had a mixture of reactions. Only one, a female that had been in the act of reaching for me when the explosion sounded, still kept its focus on me. I was able to shove her back and draw my KA-BAR as she regained her footing and took a deliberate step forward. Driving the blade into her forehead, I gave another shove and snapped my arm back so that she slid off the blade.
Seeing my chance, slim though it was, I made a dash for the far stairwell. I knew that it had been almost totally free of zombies. If I was going to make it back down to the lower level and out of this place, that was my best option. My brain tried to scream warnings about the odd child zombies and their peculiar behavior, but I was at a “one thing at a time” point in my plan. Shoving aside a few of the undead that had turned towards the new sound, I was just reaching a point where my ears were not ringing. 
“Billy!” a female voice called. It sounded tinny and distant, but it was the sweetest sound I could imagine. It was Jessie, the lady that I had figured to be the leader of this expedition. She was the one who had been giving the orders; she was the one who had sent me and Frank here.
“Yo!” I hollered as I reached the escalator; thank goodness it was still clear. 
Down below, the scene was a nightmare of body parts flung everywhere. Unfortunately, damage of that variety was not enough to end the zombies. I could see a lot of movement in that goulash of arms, legs, and torsos. I glanced to my left and saw over a hundred zombies packed in to that narrow escalator. It looked as if a bit of a log jam had occurred. That might have saved my life, because only a few had made it to the landing. I suppressed a shudder as I took the metal steps two and three at a time on the way down.
“You might have gotten us all killed!” Jessie scolded as I stepped over the upper half of a child zombie that tried in vain to reach for me as I passed.
“You see all of this?” I threw my arms wide to indicate the carnage. “I was in a fight for my life.”
“I made it very clear that there is a herd nearby and that firearms should only be used as the last resort.”
I felt my eyebrows arch as I glanced around at the carnage and then cast one quick look up to the landing above. The undead were crowding into the escalator that I had used for my escape and were already starting to get lodged in so tight that it was causing a backup.
“I don’t know where you get your definitions of ‘last resort’ from, but this was about as last as my resort gets.”
“They are coming through the fence!” a voice called from outside.
“One life that costs us everything—” Jessie looked at me like I was something she had just stepped in.
“Easy to say when it isn’t yours,” I snapped.
I was not going to stand here and listen to this crap. I stepped over another creeper and out onto the landing. What little that remained of Frank was not much more than a big red smear and a handful of zombie children that were now sporting a variety of head wounds.
I had to move away from the building to get a peek at the entry drive to this place. Sure enough, a pretty big group of zombies were headed our way. I looked to my right and saw a Dumpster sitting in the middle of a debris strewn section of parking lot.
Without a word, I jogged over to the big, metal garbage container. Both hatches were thrown open already which allowed me to look inside and ensure there were no nasty surprises. Looking around, I had my plan. This section of parking lot was slanted; not much, but enough for what I had in mind.
Treating the large green Dumpster like a tackling dummy, I put my shoulder into it and started to push. The wheels shrieked in protest and the lids began to clang. Basically, the noise was tremendous. I knew that I had plenty of space between me and the approaching herd, so I did not even bother to look back over my shoulder.
In a dozen or so steps, I had some momentum. Giving a shove for all that I was worth, I heaved the Dumpster forward. It rolled away and actually picked up a bit of speed as it reached the steepest section of the parking lot. The wheels had eased up on their squeals, but the metal lids were slamming into the side of the mostly empty, metal garbage bin.
I veered to the left and ducked behind some odd shaped brass and concrete thing that was supposed to be art of some kind. It just looked like a bunch of weird shapes in my opinion, but at least it was tall enough for me to duck behind and use as cover as I dashed for the narrow alley between two long buildings.
I picked up my tempo to a fast jog. Moving down this chute, I had the sudden fear that the group would take off back to La Grande without me. Not that I was afraid of making it on my own, I’d done it before. My concern was that they would run back and tell some crazy story about how I endangered the lives of everybody in this little expedition.
As I emerged, I could feel my heart thudding in my chest. Some of it may have had to do with pushing that big Dumpster and then my sprint up a hundred yard long alley, but by the time I had reached the end, I was feeling what I imagined a panic attack to feel like.
Looking around, I was relieved to see the group formed up at a loading dock jutting from the side of one of the buildings. I did a quick head count and only came up with eleven; Jessie was now the only female in the group, so that meant that we’d lost the other two female members in addition to Frank. 
“Neat trick with that Dumpster,” one of the guys said with a laugh that died on his lips as Jessie shot him a scowl that would peel paint.
“How are we going to transport all of the equipment?” one of the men from the science team asked. “There is more than I thought, and some of it is too heavy to lift, much less carry all the way back.”
I squinted my eyes in confusion. Hadn’t these people known what we were coming for? How was it possible that we had run this mission and not made any allowance for getting the stuff we came for back to La Grande?
“The group from the last run made large wagons,” Jessie said, but she was still glaring at me. “We will take turns being harnessed to them for the journey home. Each wagon has a harness setup that will allow four people to pull as a team.”
“So we are going to be freakin’ pack mules?” the same guy who had complemented my Dumpster distraction asked.
“We are going to do what it takes to get this stuff back home,” Jessie snapped. Standing, she gave us all a hard stare. “We have a lot of work to do, so I suggest that we get to it.”
“What about that herd?” another of the men asked, glancing back toward where the zombies had all trudged in pursuit of my noisemaker.
Jessie looked around at all of us and then her gaze settled on me once more. “Since Mister Haynes is so confident in his abilities out in the field, I will leave it to him to continue to ensure that the zombies are distracted. The rest of us will load out all we can and start back.” She looked around the group as if she expected rousing approval. When she was greeted by blank stares and a few open mouths, her gaze became even fiercer. “Is there a problem?”
“It’s just that…” the guy who had so far been the only one to really speak up started. He looked around to see if he had any support and decided to press on anyway when none looked to be forthcoming. “You are sending one guy out to try and distract a giant herd of those things. No backup or anything?”
“You’re right,” Jessie said with a shrug. “You can go with him.”
Like I didn’t see that coming, I thought.
I was waiting for the man to balk, but he stepped up beside me and gave my shoulder a squeeze. Doom makes for fast friendships.
“We will hook up with you as soon as we can,” I said.
“You will hook up with us when you have made certain that we won’t be overrun by that horde or lead them back to our walls.” Jessie smirked and turned on her heel.
I headed back towards the same alley that I had sprinted through a few moments before. About halfway to the other end, my comrade pulled up. I stopped and turned to see what was the problem.
“You really pissed Jessie off, man,” the guy said with the hint of a smile curving his lips. “She’s been runnin’ the show out here for so long, I don’t think she remembers what it is like to have people not fall into lockstep when she barks her orders.”
“If saving my ass was an inconvenience to her, that’s too damn bad.”
“So what happened to you and Frank? You guys were not gone less than five minutes when it sounded like the shootout at OK Corral or something.”
I explained what had happened and made my best attempt at describing in detail what I had seen from the zombie children. The more I shared, the paler this guy’s face became. When I was finished, the man shook his head.
“Maybe your eyes were playing tricks on you.”
“I know what I saw.” I could understand the reluctance to accept my story as fact; that was some scary stuff.
“Name’s Joshua Mazer by the way.” Joshua stuck out his hand and I shook it. I took a snapshot appraisal of the man in the time it took for us to shake hands.
He was taller than me at about six and a half feet. He had a runner’s build, or maybe a basketball player. He was lean and muscular, but not in a weightlifter sort of way. He had dark hair, brown eyes, and skin that was a few shades darker than tan. His hands were rough and I felt callouses brought on by some hard physical labor.
I was telling him my name, but he cut me off. “I remember it, Billy. But I could tell when we were all introducing ourselves that you were probably not paying our words much attention. Besides, I was one of the people that has been scouting your group since you came into town.”
We resumed our trek to the end of the alley and talked in a low whisper. By the time we reached the end, I knew a few useless bits of information about Joshua. He had been married before all of this and worked at the local jail as a dental assistant. He had never been outside of La Grande in his life.
“I never even made it to Portland,” he sighed as we came to a stop.
“Yeah, well you probably don’t want to go now. The neighborhoods have all gone to hell.”
We both laughed at my lame attempt at levity and then peered around the corner. The majority of the herd had continued on past the Dumpster, but a few were pawing around at the thing like they expected something to fall out.
“Only a couple dozen,” I whispered. “We should be able to move in and take them down with no trouble. After that, we can angle around the herd and get out in front of them.” I paused and scanned the area, then pointed. “See that house on the hill across that big field? If we can get there and maybe create a racket, bust some windows and such, we should be able to bring at least most of those things to us. We can slip out and be gone before they get there. Knowing zombies, they will stay packed in around that house for weeks…hell, maybe forever if another sound doesn’t eventually distract them.”
“You been out in this a lot?”
I glanced over at Joshua. He was genuinely curious. I guess to somebody who had spent the entire apocalypse in a fortified portion of his hometown, I had to seem a bit strange.
“Since the ugly beginning.”
“You will have to tell me about it some time.”
“Sure.” I gave a shrug. I didn’t feel like I had much to tell. I was not much of a story teller. My mom used to go crazy when she would miss a game and then ask how it went. My one word answers did not give her the details she was seeking. Usually Jamie or Joseph would have to give her the down low.
I started for the closest zombie of the bunch that was gathered around that Dumpster. It never even knew I was there as I stepped up and drove my KA-BAR into the back of its head. Of course, when the body hit the ground with a thud, the element of surprise was gone. The zombies all turned their attention my way. It wasn’t until I had dropped the fourth one that I realized that I was alone.
Glancing back over my shoulder, I saw Joshua standing halfway between the opening of the alley and me. A zombie managed to grab me in that momentary distraction and I felt pressure on my gloved fingers. It had not broken the leather, but that cracking sound and jolt of pain let me know that at least one finger had cracked. I drove my blade home and threw an elbow into the face of the next one just as it was leaning in to try and grab my other arm.
“You wanna lend a hand here, Josh?” I hissed between gritted teeth as I yanked my blade free from one skull and plunged it into another.
I’d been on a few hunting trips growing up in the Pacific Northwest. Usually it was Jamie, Joseph and I with one parental leader or another. On a few occasions, we had brought along somebody new. That is why I knew Buck Fever when I saw it; or at least the zombie version. Joshua was frozen in place. It wasn’t like he was just abandoning me, I doubt he would have been able to move if one of the undead suddenly came at him. I would have to bring that up with him later.
Now that I knew I was in this alone, I shifted my battle plan. Grabbing the undead version of some poor granny, I slung her around and at the trio of walkers that were closest. Ducking under the outstretched arms of another, I came up and planted my back firmly against the Dumpster.
From there, it was pretty anticlimactic as I was able to spike each zombie as it closed in. Sometimes I would have to kick one away to make room and give myself the space that I needed to finish off another, but it was nothing I hadn’t done a hundred times before.
At last, the final zombie was dispatched. It turned out to be the granny I’d used earlier. It had taken the poor creature this long to finally climb to its feet.
“Rest in peace,” I whispered as I ended its pathetic existence once and for all.
Turning, I saw that Joshua had broken free from his spell at some point and retreated to the alley. He was looking at me like I was a crazed animal. I looked down and realized that I still had my blade drawn. It was dripping with black gore and I had a good splattering of it all over my gear. I probably looked pissed.
“You okay?” I asked. It felt like a stupid question, but it was the best thing I could think of to break the ice. Joshua just looked at me with wide eyes and an open mouth.
“How many zombies have you actually killed?” I threw that follow up question out after a long silence. He shook his head and dropped his gaze.
Now it was my turn to be dumbstruck. How had anybody survived this long and not killed at least one of those things? Also, he had been on this scout team, he was one of the individuals who had been basically spying on my group since we’d come to La Grande.
“Not one?” I had to get confirmation just to be sure there was no misunderstanding. Again I got a shake of the head.
“I always managed to just get away from them or stay hid,” he said at last. “I just can’t bring myself to…” His voice had faded to nothing and he looked absolutely mortified that his secret—at least I am supposing it is a secret since he is on this team—had been discovered.
“You know they aren’t people, right?” I asked. I knew that a lot of folks had gotten killed in the beginning because of making that very mistake. They still saw these things as human, as their friends, their family, not the mindless monsters that they were in reality.
“I know,” he said, peeling himself away from the shadows of the alley and making his way to me. “I just can’t do it. I know it is stupid, but nothing I’ve tried brings me to the point where I can end one of them.”
I thought about it for a minute before I spoke. I was not going to blow his cover, but I insisted that he remove himself from the patrol team as soon as we got back to La Grande. I didn’t care how he did it or what he did afterwards, but I would be damned and dipped in cow pies before I would go out on a run with this guy ever again. 
He agreed, thanking me way too much for promising to keep his secret. Spotting the herd, I knew we would have to really hoof it if we were going to get wide and past the zombies. My idea remained the same, but now I would need to adjust my level of awareness. I was out on my own for all that this guy would help.
We started off at a fast jog and I could not help myself. “So what the hell are you doing out on these runs? Why not take a job inside the walls?”
There was a bit of hesitation in his voice when Joshua finally spoke. “Jessie.”
“What about her?”
When I didn’t get an answer, I glanced and saw Joshua’s face flushed red from more than just the exertion of our run. I stifled the inappropriate laugh that tried to explode from my lungs.
“And when you two hook up, you don’t think she will find out your secret?”
“Actually, the rules of the compound say that only one member of a family or household can be on external duty. I know Jessie, she won’t want to be the one to stay behind the walls. She gets off on making these runs. It is like she needs that rush of adrenaline.”
“Actually, I think she just likes being in charge,” I snarked. That earned a chuckle of appreciation from Joshua.
“Yeah…that too,” he agreed.
The rest of the way, the two of us kept quiet and stayed hunched down in order to avoid catching the attention of the zombie herd too soon. When we reached the house, Joshua pulled up at the base of the steps that led inside. I jogged up the steps and checked the door, smiling big when I discovered that it was unlocked. I pushed it open and peeked inside at the dusty, dank, and gloomy living room.
“What are you doing?” Joshua hissed. “I thought that the plan was to bust a few windows to draw that herd and then make a run for it to catch up with the rest of the group.”
“Sure,” I looked over my shoulder, unable to suppress a big grin, “but it wouldn’t hurt to see if there is anything worth grabbing while we are here.”
“What’s the point?” Joshua challenged. “We have everything we need back home. Why risk poking around in a house that may or may not be empty? Isn’t that always how people died in the old horror movies? They just had to go down the stairs to the dark and creepy basement.”
“Sure,” I nodded, “but if you want to dredge up tired old movie stereotypes, I am also pretty sure that people always made a stronghold they thought was permanent. Eventually, a group of evil bikers or military types would show up and ruin things. Maybe you feel safe back behind that wall, but I will always make sure that I have a well-stocked bug out bag. And if I am out and about, I will never stop poking around to see if I can find something that may be useful. The moment that I relax and allow myself to feel safe will be the day I end up dead.”
“You are awfully pessimistic for somebody so young.”
“Yeah…my generation was a pretty gloomy bunch.”
Without another word, I stepped inside the house and gave a sniff. No telltale smells of the undead, but plenty of mustiness and an underlying rot. I took in the furniture and decided that the former residents were probably a stereotypical redneck family. In the summer, the little ones would be running around outside in sagging diapers; I was willing to bet that dad was blue collar and mom was a chain-smoker who was not stingy with a backhand. It was kind of fun imagining the lives of the people that had once called this place home.
Rounding the corner that allowed me to peer down a long dark hallway, I saw pictures hanging amidst the cobwebs that covered the walls and were in fuzzy clusters in the corners. I paused at the first picture and felt a tug on my heart.
A man with slicked back thinning hair smiled big; he wore a suit that looked a few decades out of style, including a wide, paisley tie. His wife outweighed him by half. Her orange, curly hair was almost clownish it was so bright. Her skin was milky white and splattered with an incredible amount of freckles. Her smile was of the tight-lipped variety and she clutched a child under each arm with a protective fierceness that only a mother could exude so visibly. The two children were sporting their mother’s orange, curly hair. The boy was maybe six—Thalia’s age—and the girl was ten or eleven. They had freckled faces and the girl’s smile showed a large gap where a tooth had yet to grow in.
Shaking off the sudden surge of melancholy, I stopped at the first door and opened it with slow caution. It was the boy’s room, the walls adorned with Transformer posters. However, there was one poster that made me pause and step in for a closer look.
“Well, I’ll be,” I sighed, a touch of appreciation made me feel kind of warm inside. 
The poster was of a man riding a massive bull. The face of the man atop the raging beast was a younger version of the man in the family photo hanging in the hall. Grabbing a few things from the top of the dresser and stuffing them into my bag, I exited the room and shut the door.
“Are you trying to get us killed?” Joshua hissed from the front door. The man had not stepped a foot inside. I was really struggling with the urge to dislike this guy. 
“Just a few minutes,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. If he wanted to stand in the doorway the entire time, that was fine. Without waiting to hear a reply, I ducked into the next room.
“Jackpot!” I whispered a bit loudly. I moved about the room as quick as possible, stuffing my bag full of all sorts of things just lying about in the room obviously belonging to the daughter in the picture.
I made a sweep of the parent’s bedroom and pocketed a few more trinkets. All in all, I had not found anything particularly useful, but I had found a few treasures none the less.
“About time,” Joshua hissed as I stepped past the human doorstop and out onto the porch.
I spotted the herd a good distance away as they trudged along just waiting for something to redirect their course. I shot the man beside me a look that I imagine only hid most of the disgust I felt. 
“Risking your life needlessly does not make you a hero,” Joshua said with an edge of hurt to his voice. I guess he had read my expression pretty well.
“I think we have different definitions of the word needless,” I retorted, patting my full pack.
“Can we just get on with whatever plan you have and return to the group?”
I stepped down off the porch and paused by the driveway. Reaching down, I picked up a stained and worn out baseball. Tossing it up and down a few times as I made my way a few yards back from the front façade of the house, I could not help but begin to whistle “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.”
Joshua ran to catch up, his eyes never leaving the not-too-distant herd of zombies moving across the horizon. Looking around, he picked up a golf ball-sized rock and joined me as I gave the house another look. I had walked in and created a mythology about the residents. That had all changed the moment that I saw the family photo hanging on the wall. This was a family. For all I knew, and based on the probable odds, they were all dead. Or at least dead-ish, I thought. However, now I saw the house in an entirely different light. 
I could not really explain or fully understand it, but now I saw a house that would be forever haunted by the ghosts of laughter and bedtime stories. It was a house where the wife called the husband “Daddy” and he called her “Mama”. Funny thing, but for all I knew, the guy could have been a raging drunk who beat his wife and kids, but I was basing this new perspective on images that I had seen.
That made me realize just how conditioned I had become growing up. Everything had become nice, neat stereotypes. Everything was based on flimsy ideas, but if somebody wanted to escape the box of preconception, they had to struggle against the idea that I already had in my head.
“We gonna do this?” Joshua interrupted my unusually deep and definitely abnormally reflective thought process.
“I’m sorry,” I blurted.
Joshua looked at me with confusion. I blew a deep breath out and tried to explain. “As soon as you told me that you had lasted this long without killing a zombie, and how you were unable to take one down…I judged you as less of a person. That wasn’t fair.”
Joshua was looking at me now like I’d grown a second head. Slowly, his expression softened and he smiled. 
“Then I guess I owe you an apology as well.”
This should be good, I thought.
I never saw the blow that came to the back of my head. I was on my knees for some reason, and everything was blurry. Another blow came and I was face down in the grass.
“How are we going to explain this when we get back to town?” I heard Joshua’s voice, but it sounded like it was at the end of a long tunnel.
“Considering we will be coming back minus three other individuals, I would say it should be fairly easy to explain.”
It took me a second to remember who owned that second voice. Jessie.
“We just gonna leave him there?”
Funny, but Joshua actually sounded concerned. His next sentence cleared up any confusion.
“He ain’t dead yet. We can’t have him coming back.”
“Of course not.”
I heard the gunshot, but it was miles away. Funny, but the pain in my head had suddenly been replaced by a nasty wrench in my gut. This was not how I wanted to die.
 
***
 
“He’s coming to,” a voice that I did not recognize spoke. 
I tried to open my eyes, but the light was too bright. When I went to shield my eyes and discovered that my wrists were cuffed to something, panic came in a flood. Of course that was amplified a great deal by the memory of my last moments of consciousness.
“Take it easy, son,” a man said in a voice that was like a male version of…
“Dr. Zahn?” I managed through dry, chapped lips.
“What did you say?” Now the man sounded almost as frantic as me. “Is she okay?”
Something about this guy’s voice was familiar; only slightly, but familiar in some way that I could not pin down. It was making my head hurt as I tried to force the memory to the surface that would reveal this person’s identity.
“Billy Haynes, right?” the man asked. And then it came to me.
“Grady?”
“He must be getting better if he can remember my name,” Grady said to whoever else was in the room. I had managed to open my eyes a little, but everything was still nothing more than blurry shadow.
“Water,” I croaked. If we were going to talk, I needed to wet my throat. Also, my lips felt as if they were splitting in a hundred places.
Somebody placed a cup against my lips. I started to drink, ignoring the pleas that I “take only small sips”. Screw that, I thought, my throat feels like it had been rubbed with heavy duty sandpaper and then braised with a blow torch.
Ten seconds later, I puked up everything I’d just gulped down. Now my throat was even worse, and I was soggy all down my chest.
“Get him another cup, maybe he will listen and just sip this one,” I heard Grady speak as I felt him stand and move away from me. “When he is awake and gets cleaned up, somebody come get me.”
I could now see faces. Grady had a look that I am sure he stole from Dr. Zahn. Nobody can manage that degree of disapproval to show in their face like that lady, but Grady was a close second. Maybe it is a “doctor thing”, I thought.
A woman stepped up beside me, and after a slight tug and the sound of metal on metal, my wrists were free. She disappeared from view as I felt the head of my bed start to raise me to a sitting position.
This time I took the proffered cup and sipped very slowly. I used that few minutes to look around. I was getting really tired of waking up in strange places. The room was non-descript and my bed was the only one in here. At least it wasn’t some sort of hospital ward or something.
“You feel up to talking?” Grady Jones asked as he pulled a stool up beside my bed. 
“I guess.”
“Why not start with how it was that we showed up just as two people were bashing your head in. Had it not been for Big Paisano, they would have probably killed you…or worse, left you for that small herd of undead that were nearby.”
“Big Paisano?” What the hell was a Big Paisano?

I received my answer not more than a heartbeat later as a man walked in the room. He was a shade over six feet tall and had to turn slightly to enter through the doorframe since his shoulders were so damn wide. This man was more than just a little impressive, but he had the warmest, kindest smile that I think I’ve ever seen.
“They told me you were awake,” the man said. His voice was exactly the opposite of what you would expect from a man so large. It was soft; almost a whisper.
“And they were just telling me that I probably owe my life to you,” I replied.
Big Paisano stepped up beside my bed and patted my shoulder with a catcher’s mitt-sized hand and smiled with what looked like embarrassment. Holy crap, the guy was blushing like a school girl!
“I saw you take down all those zombies while that guy just watched. I was going to come help, but then I saw the woman sneaking around and I started following her. It wasn’t hard to figure out that you were being set up.”
It took me a few seconds to process everything. I guess the confusion was clear on my face.
“Why don’t you tell us what you can remember,” Grady said.
It took me a few minutes to gather my thoughts, but at last I started talking. I began from where we had last seen each other when I’d been out on that mission with Dr. Zahn to find a child zombie for her to study and I told them everything up to when I’d been conked on the head.
I kept waiting for questions or some sort of interruption, but none came. Grady just nodded and made a face every so often, like when I told him about how Jake had basically led a suicide mission against the group where Dr. Zahn and the others were now living. I saw a few of the other people that had come to listen flash some looks of concern or, in a few cases, understanding, when I told them about the child zombie ambush that had happened at the wind farm place.
After I finished, I looked around the room. Everybody was just staring at me, and I was beginning to feel more than a little uncomfortable. A thought came and I forced it out of my mouth.
“What about the rest of the group I was with?”
“We let them go,” Grady said.
I started to speak, but he cut me off. “No, we never captured them or anything. What I mean is that we just did not make any attempt to stop them. It was a bit peculiar that none of them made any attempt to come investigate or look for the others.”
“They hung out for about two hours and then headed west, back towards La Grande,” Big Paisano added.
“So can I ask what you guys were doing out this way?” It did seem a bit strange that these people would be in just this spot at just this time.
Grady smiled. “You really don’t know Dr. Zahn very well.”
“What?”
“She sent word the night before you left,” Grady explained.
“How? That town is locked down pretty tight. I don’t see how anybody could get in or out—”
“Some older lady that I didn’t recognize. Carol…” he faltered as he struggled to try and remember.
“Carol Wills?” I said with disbelief. 
Now I was really confused. Carol, or Granny Rambo as I often refer to her, was actually one of the citizens of the community we had just joined. How was she roped into running messages for Dr. Zahn? Not only that, but why would Dr. Zahn send one of the people from La Grande out to Grady? She had been very explicit about demanding nobody breathe a word of Grady and his group’s existence.
“Yes!” Grady exclaimed.
I had a lot of questions when I got back. Not to mention a few concerns. Had my inclusion on this run been a set up? I honestly did not think so. Graham had been pretty straight up with me and the others. Yet, there were still a lot of things that did not quite add up. There had been mention of not only Jake, but Jon as well, possibly being crooked or even part of Winters’ group. At the very least, it was implied that we had been led to La Grande under false pretense.
My head was starting to hurt. I needed to get back to the others. 
“Dammit!” I cursed. In all the fuss, I had forgotten to ask a very important question.
“What is it, Billy?” Grady asked with obvious concern.
“How long have I been out?”
“Not long,” Big Paisano chuckled. “A few hours at the most.”
“I need to get back.” I tried to get out of bed and my head swam.
“And you will, but take it slow, kid.” Big Paisano kept me in place with one hand and no effort. “We can head out in an hour or so. You need to get your bearings. Plus, you have a pretty nasty concussion. You are going to feel like crap for a couple of days.”
“I’m not waiting a couple of days!” I began to protest. I started loud, but my voice got quiet in a hurry as the noise pounded inside my skull, causing me to end with more of a whimper than a roar.
Another thought formed. I guess I had simply taken it as a given, but I felt the need to ask. “What happened to Joshua and Jessie?”
“They have been…detained,” Grady said with almost no hesitation except for that last word where I could tell he was deciding just what exactly he should reveal to me.
“You mean they are here?” I tried once more to sit all the way up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. This time I took it slow and was far more successful.
“You don’t need to worry.” Big Paisano reached out a hand to help me stand. I took it with a weak but grateful smile. “We aren’t murderers. We will speak with Dr. Zahn before doing anything with them.”
I thought about asking to see them myself, but then I realized I didn’t have anything to say to either of them. I didn’t know why they felt the need to take me out, and I really did not care. I knew that I should, but I simply could not find that degree of anger within myself.
“Now, let’s get you something to eat and then send you home. I am certain the doc will be frantic with worry when you don’t show up with your group,” Grady said.
I could picture Dr. Zahn a lot of ways, but frantic was not one of them. I followed Grady up a narrow flight of stairs and discovered that I was in a small farm house. Looking out the huge picture window, I could see rolling hills with tall grass looking like green waves as a gentle breeze blew. 
 
***
 
“I really appreciate you coming along with me,” I said to William Geddes, or, as he was better known, Big Paisano.
“No problem,” BP shrugged as he pulled the sword he wielded, a huge weapon that looked like it had to weigh fifty or sixty pounds, from where it had dug into the tree after cleaving through the head of the zombie he’d just killed.
BP (apparently only I called him that) was a pretty interesting guy with a fairly interesting story. He had been a singer in a barbershop quartet of all things. You would automatically assume that he was the deep voice, but you would be wrong. The guy was a tenor and could sing some stuff that I would only be able to hit if somebody kicked me in the crotch.
When all of this went down, he had been on the road doing a few shows in Vegas. He and the other three guys had driven down on Harleys. Oh yeah, I forgot to mention the name of their group; the Birdland Bikers.
Anyways, they were in Vegas when the world fell apart. They had been scooped up and dumped in a FEMA center with a few thousand other tourists and even some celebrities. The shelter fell two weeks later when some of those who were admitted ended up being infected; pretty standard stuff up to that point.
After that, things get a bit strange.
 
***
 
BP and one of the other guys from his quartet, Davey Poole, had made it out and ended up in the middle of the freaking desert. They were sitting on a rock, laughing about how funny it was that they would now both die from heat or thirst after escaping the zombie threat. 
A low flying aircraft zoomed past at some point and then circled back. BP said that it rocked back and forth as it flew past the second time; obviously the pilot had spotted them and wanted them to know. About an hour later, a massive eight-wheeled ATV rolled up and a dozen military types jumped out. They took BP and Davey Poole back to their base. It just so happened that the base turned out to be the place known as Area 51.
According to BP, the place was really nothing more than a glorified landing strip with a bunch of empty warehouses and office buildings. The one good thing, in a manner of speaking, was that they had a huge communications grid. They were in touch with other installations all over the world for several weeks. 
It was from there that Big Paisano watched the world die. They had one theater with over a thousand big screens that were showing live satellite feeds from around the country and at every single base the United States had around the world. There was another theater that ran streaming video from cameras mounted in places like Time’s Square and even Disneyland.
“The military wasn’t taking apart UFOs at Area 51, they were keeping tabs on the country. The entire place was overhauled just after 9/11 and turned into the most high-tech observation post in the world,” Big Paisano had explained. “They could type in a person’s name and then cameras all over the world would start a search. I actually saw the zombie formerly known as Prince,” he said with a chuckle.
BP said that everything was going fine until a herd of close to a million zombies just happened to come stumbling their way. People were given the choice of staying in the underground bunker complex or leaving. Most chose to stay, but BP said that he took that as an omen saying he needed to head home. He had watched his hometown of La Grande in that huge theater on more than one occasion as the citizens fought for their lives.
He was given a solar powered golf cart and enough food and water for a week. By then he was expected to be clear of the worst part of the desert and should be able to forage. Davey Poole had opted to stay behind and so Big Paisano was on his own.
It took him less than a week to find a pack of survivors. They immediately asked him to join them, most likely because he was so large and scary looking. At the time, he still had his big handlebar mustache and shaved head. Unfortunately, these were the sort of survivors that were using the end of the world to their maximum advantage. 
It all came to light for BP two days later when they came across a small group consisting of two women and five men. BP watched in horror as the men were butchered and the women dragged off into the brush. At some point, one of the men came up and told BP that it was his turn.
Not being stupid, he knew that if he reacted in any other way than was expected, he would join the corpses lying in pools of coagulating blood in the middle of some vast desert highway. He went into the brush and had to fight back being sick at what he saw. The woman was a mess and near hysterics.
She begged for him to help her, and he felt his soul become just that much heavier when he knew that he could not. He did the only thing that he could think of at the moment; he covered her mouth and nose until she stopped moving. 
When he emerged and the next guy went down to “take his turn”, there was a lot of fuss over how BP had killed one of the women. BP waited for some sort of backlash, but all he got was some crude jokes and a few sly winks. He knew then what he had to do.
As they came upon a small housing development that was blessedly clear of any zombies, and everybody split up to forage for supplies, BP took what he considered to be his best and only shot. The man he had been paired up with never saw the blow to the back of the head that crushed his skull.
Moving with what little stealth he could muster, BP set out to hunt down the six other pairs. One by one he found them. He was surprised at how easy it became to take a human life. After the third pair, he actually paused and took the time to consider if perhaps he might become more like these men after committing multiple murders. The image of that woman in the brush came to him and helped steel his resolve. 
He had gotten down to the last two pairs when a cry of alarm sounded. At first, BP thought that he had been discovered. He was considering the option of calling it square when he heard the scream again. He knew it for what it was; the sound of a terrified child.
Just as he rounded the corner of the house where his last two victims would spend eternity—one with his throat slit and the other with his neck broke—BP spotted the man who had followed his “turn” with the woman in the brush. He had been further disgusted when the man had simply shrugged and gone back to commit necrophilia. Of course, he realized that he should not have been so surprised; if the man was willing to commit rape, there was probably very little that fell outside of his depravation level.
The man was dragging a young girl of no more than ten or so out into the street. The young man who had been paired up with this animal was following, but he looked like he was about to cry. BP realized that he had never seen that particular young man go off into the brush with either of the female victims. That gave him hope that he would have one less person to kill. He was about to make his move when the only other two living members of the gang arrived. By the way they were looking around, BP knew they would be expecting the others to show up and take part in whatever sick plan they had for this poor child.
The one thing that nobody lacked at this early stage was firepower. BP’s biggest advantage was that he would have his gun drawn and be able to take down at least the first target before any of them would be able to draw a weapon.
Taking aim with the .30-06 he had acquired, BP sighted in on the man who had been dragging the child out into the street. He was aiming for the middle of the man’s chest since the child was on the ground and not at risk of being hit. Channeling all his anger and disgust, he fired. Shifting to the next target, he took down one of the two men who had come out to join in the debauchery. He lost the third target along with the young man who had not seemed to really want to be a part of the gang’s vile practices.
Rushing out, he scooped up the child and hurried into the closest house. The child was hysterical and still believed that she had fallen out of the frying pan and into the fire. It took BP a few minutes to get her to calm down, but at last he was able to convince the girl that he meant her no harm. She was still sobbing, and in hitched and staggered words that had to be forced through the weeping, she said that her older brother had been killed.
“You just stay put, and I will get you out of here safe and sound,” BP said.
“You promise?” the girl had asked.
“Yes.” BP said that was the last promise he ever made, or ever would make.
Peeking outside, he heard a commotion a few houses down and took off to finish what he had started. Taking off, he sprinted to where he had heard the sounds of a struggle. He arrived to discover the young man who he had dismissed as a target due to his not partaking in the horrors that had been inflicted on the two women a few days back. Unfortunately, it appeared that he had not possessed the stomach to commit murder…even in self-defense. His throat had been slit from ear-to-ear with such ferocity that his head barely remained attached.
BP turned a full circle, hoping to catch any glimpse of movement or indication where the last remaining man of the gang might have disappeared. The answer came in a shrill scream from back the way he had come from.
Feeling his blood chill, BP trudged back to the house where he’d left the child. Sure enough, standing on the porch with the girl before him was the last man. He had his massive and dripping blade against the girl’s bared neck.
“One step and I slit this little cunt’s throat,” the man growled.
BP stopped and held his hands out to his sides. He looked the man in the eyes and did his best to keep calm. “You let her go and I let you live. There is no other outcome here.”
“You some kinda wanna-be hero?” the man spat, pressing the blade just enough to elicit another cry of pain and fear from the little girl.
“Nope, just a person who is trying to hold on to what is left of his humanity.”
“You sure you just don’t want this little chicken all for yourself?”
“Just let her go and we will go our separate ways.”
In the end, BP figured that the man knew there was no way that could or would happen. Maybe he wanted to die; maybe he was so disgusted by his own depravation. In any case, he slit the girl’s throat, tossed the body aside, and then charged. BP caught the man’s arm as it made a wild slash. Turning the wrist until it gave a resounding snap that brought a scream, BP turned the man’s arm back and drove the blade up into the chest. He stared into the man’s eyes until they glazed over.
He walked over to the girl and was horrified to see her mouth still moving. Just as he reached down to her to see if there might be any way that he could save her, she gave a sudden shudder and died. Her eyes stared up at him in what he swore was reproach and condemnation.
For the next several weeks, he refused to continue his journey home. Instead, he became a hunter of men. He searched for more like those who he had travelled with briefly. His goal was to kill as many as he could until he finally failed and fell victim to a target that would manage to turn the tables on him. He had no fear of the undead and saw them as nothing more than a pest that needed swatting away if it came between him and his target.
Deep into the winter, he scoured the land for the monsters of humanity that had managed to survive and wreak their brand of destruction. He took a few bullets and suffered a shattered hand on one occasion from punching one man in the face over and over in the fit of rage that he slipped into each time he found what he sought. The worst part was in the discovery of just how common and easy it was to locate the worst scum humanity had left behind in the wake of its near destruction.
It was in the deepest and coldest part of winter that he stumbled upon a small military outpost. A dozen soldiers had made an encampment in the foothills just outside of La Grande. He had not realized it, but he had been slowly drifting closer to home. 
He had stumbled into camp near frozen and sporting a raging fever that was sure to be the cause of his demise. That group turned out to be Grady and his companions; the last survivors of Serenity Base besides the group led by Steve.
 
***
 
“You sure that you don’t want to come in?” I asked as we hunched down beside a burned out husk of a building. As soon as I took one more step, the folks up in the lookout tower would see me.
“I’m sure,” Big Paisano sighed. 
I could tell that he was anything but sure. He was looking at this outpost on the edge of La Grande like a man dying of thirst might look at a glass of water. Still, I did not feel right in trying to force him to do something that he was not ready for; not that I could force the man to do anything he did not want to do.
“But you will stay here while I try to get a meeting set up with you and Dr. Zahn,” I confirmed. BP nodded in the affirmative.
I shook the man’s hand and stepped out into the open. Sure enough, I had not managed to take two steps before the call came for me to halt. I identified myself and heard a bit of a fuss begin. Obviously the news of my demise had been reported.
I was told to approach the nearest entry chute. I did so and made sure to take off all of my protective head gear. If any of my people were in the area, I wanted them to make a quick positive identification. 
The gate to the chute opened and I stepped inside.
“Mister William Haynes,” a familiar voice called down.
“Surprised to see me?” I asked, looking up at Graham’s stern face.
“Not the word that I would choose,” the man huffed as he lowered himself down into the chute with me. “I imagine there is one hell of a story about to be told, and something tells me that I may not like it.”
“Probably not,” I agreed.
“Well, let’s get you checked out and certified clean. While that is being done, I will send somebody to your people. They are gonna want to know that the initial reports were wrong.”
I followed Graham to the checkpoint where I was stripped and inspected for any signs that I might have been bitten. Other than the ugly knot on the back of my head, I checked out fine.
“Who took care of your injury?” the female medic, or whatever she was, asked after she was done.
“He won’t be answering any questions,” a voice said with that air of authority that I knew so well, announcing the arrival of Dr. Zahn.
“Excuse me,” the lady who had been checking me out said with a tinge of anger in her voice, “but you are not authorized to be—”
“Run along, little girl,” the doc made a shooing gesture with her hands as she pushed past the woman who was now red-faced with anger.
“I’ll do no such thing.”
Dr. Zahn spun on the woman and pulled a knife from someplace. I honestly do not know who was more surprised; me or the medic. Darla entered the room like nothing in the world was happening and moved past the scene that still had me stunned.
“We are taking you home,” Darla said after she had thrown her arms around me and gave me a huge hug. “There is somebody waiting to see you, and I suggest we not keep her waiting a moment longer.”
“Katrina—” I began, but Dr. Zahn spoke and cut me off.
“Has been a wreck since the news came that you had been killed. We had to sedate her. Thankfully, news to the contrary arrived just as she was waking.”
Wow, I don’t think I’d ever had somebody get so worked up about me before. If it was anything like how Melissa had been after Steve died, I was actually a bit embarrassed. 
I dressed and followed Dr. Zahn out of the examination room. I spotted the medic who had been checking me. She was standing over in a corner talking to Graham. He was doing his best to calm her down, but she wasn’t really having anything to do with his attempts to placate.
“…pulled a knife on me, Graham!”
“We will talk about it later,” I heard him say, but I saw the dirty look he gave Dr. Zahn. Personally, I don’t think that Dr. Zahn cared. She sure didn’t show any indication of it as we exited the long building and headed down the road.
As the streets began to look familiar and I eventually spotted the house I recognized as the one my whole group had been put in upon our arrival, I felt a weird flutter in my stomach. I suddenly remembered that I did not like being the center of attention. The front door flew open and a little girl burst out and jumped down the stairs.  
“Billy!” Thalia squealed as she came for me at an all-out sprint.
I stopped and waited. Good thing, because as soon as she decided that she was close enough, the little Hispanic girl launched herself at me. I caught her and felt one of the fiercest hugs that I had ever experienced in my life. At last, she pulled back and looked me in the eyes.
“Those stupid people came and told us that you were died!”
“Never believe it if you don’t see it with your own two eyes,” I whispered in her ear as I hugged her back and shifted her over to my left hip as I resumed my walk towards the house.
When the door opened next, I saw Katrina’s familiar figure. She stepped out onto the porch and stood stock still with her fists clenched at her sides. 
“You better put me down,” Thalia whispered.
 I did just as Katrina burst into tears and came at me with her arms out. I was ready to catch her. I should have known better.
“William Haynes!” she cried as she punched me in the face. It was just a glancing blow, but it had me backing up and throwing my arms between us for protection as she continued to rant and rave about how stupid and careless I was while trying to pound my chest into oblivion. 
At some point, I dropped my hands and pulled her to me. She struggled for just a moment before settling in to me and sobbing like I was actually dead and not standing right here in front of her. I looked around, but nobody was offering me any sort of help.
Finally, she pushed away and looked up at me with red-rimmed and puffy eyes. “They said that you went down under a pack of zombies while trying to lead them away from the group.”
Well, at least they were telling part of the truth. “They were wrong.” I bet Jamie would have had something a lot smarter to say in the moment. That thought made me miss my best friend and feel a bit more sympathy for what my people had all just gone through.
“That isn’t all they said,” Dr. Zahn added.
And here we go, I thought.
“They said that you endangered the entire mission and got several of the team killed.” Looking around, I saw all of my fellow remaining survivors gathered and leaning forward as if I had something interesting to share.
“Let’s take this inside,” I said, throwing one arm around Katrina and looking down to see Thalia clutching my other hand.
Once we were inside and everybody had taken a seat, I told them everything that had happened. Nobody interrupted, but I could see a variety of expressions crossing people’s faces as I described the child zombie ambush and all of the insanity that followed. I decided on the fly that Grady and his people needed to be included in my story. Dr. Zahn’s expression told me that she did not necessarily agree, but I was getting tired of secrets.
“And you say this Big Paisano person is camped outside the compound and wants to speak with me?” Dr. Zahn asked when I had finished my account.
“Yeah, like I said, I guess the guy was a local from here, but he isn’t ready to come back in and see people.”
“That seems a bit odd,” Darla muttered. “I mean, if I was this close to home and held on to any hope that some of my friends or family might still be alive, I would not hesitate.”
“He is carrying a lot of baggage,” I said with a shrug.
“Who isn’t?” Darla shot back. “All of us have done things we are probably ashamed of. That is part of survival now.”
I could see her point, but I was also not going to be the person who told BP that he had to do anything. If he wanted to meet Dr. Zahn outside, that was his business. Our only problem would be in getting her out.
“I have tower duty tonight!” Sunshine said. “Dr. Zahn could slip out using my tower.”
“You have duty alone?” I asked.
“Night watches are usually pretty dull according to the orientation. Besides, there is a roving patrol that comes by about every ten minutes, so it’s not like they are really leaving me to my own devices. It should be no problem.”
“I was a little surprised by how quickly they integrated us to their community,” Melissa said from where she sat feeding the baby. “I already have a job at the day care center.”
There was a knock at the door and everybody went silent like we’d just been caught doing something naughty. Since I was closest, I went to see who it was.
“Billy, glad you’re still up,” Graham said. He was not alone; there was a five person team standing a few feet back. They were holding rifles and trying to look uninterested.
“Is there a problem?” I purposely looked past Graham and scanned his armed escort.
“We just need to ask you a few questions about what happened on that run. There were some reports, and I would like to hear your side of things.”
“Mister Haynes will not be answering any questions today. If you want to speak with him, you—” Dr. Zahn looked out at the goon squad and then returned her gaze to Graham, she sighed and I saw her expression falter for just a split second. “You are welcome to come in and speak with him. I will be present and this is not a negotiation.”
Graham shifted from foot to foot. I could tell that he was not used to being spoken to in this manner. If he thought this was bad, he would really hate it if he ticked the doc off. She was probably the scariest person I’d ever known.
After a very brief stare down, Graham glanced over his shoulder and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. The group seemed confused and looked at each other for a few seconds, but eventually they left…sort of. I saw them enter a house about a block away and across the street. 
I stepped back and ushered the man in. I was just about to shut the door when a voice that sounded a little out of breath called out. “Wait for me!”
Carol Wills came scurrying up the path that led to our front porch. She was not alone. I could not remember the name, but the person she had in tow had been on that run with me. I was pretty sure he was one of the scientists.
I stepped back and allowed Carol and her tagalong to come in before shutting the door. This had all the makings of a very interesting afternoon.
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Vignettes XLIX
 
The zombie turned its head one way and then the next. Letting loose with a low moan, it took a few slow and tentative steps. Only a short time ago, the creature had been encased in a snow bank. The morning sun had opened a fracture and almost like a broken mold, a huge chunk fell away to reveal the zombie. Others had been freed in similar fashion over the past several days as spring began to slowly reclaim the world from a harsh winter.
Home. Daddy…Steve?
The zombie cocked its head one way and then the other. The briefest flashes of what could almost be considered thought came and went just as quickly. They were not so much thoughts as images. 
Emily-zombie turned one way and then another. Something pulled her towards the direction of the giant light in the sky that was about to slip behind a distant hill. Somewhere along the course of the winter, the snow pack that had encased Emily-zombie had moved down the side of the hill and deposited her just within the trees.
Moving through them, sometimes her once perfectly straight black hair would catch in a low branch and tear away in a clump. Emily-zombie never noticed. She did not notice when her left foot sunk in some mud and came away without the shoe.
Emily-zombie stopped when darkness came. There was a sense that bloomed in a dark and jelly-like portion of her mind that pulsed a feeling that Emily-zombie did not understand. She had no true concept of fear or danger, so those feelings did not register for her as they would for a living child, but they were enough to cause her to cease moving.
Standing stock still, her head would twitch from time to time as a sound would come from one of the many animals that were beginning to assert their ancient roles in the forest. A wolf stopped less than ten feet from Emily-zombie. She could see its warmth coming off in waves. That reminded her of the deep and unpleasant coldness that gnawed at her insides. She wanted that warmth, but that tiny pulse in her that sent images that kept her still was a warning that she would heed. 
Eventually, the large animal made a low sound in its throat and then slunk away. The wolf knew the smell of death. It would seek food elsewhere.
As morning came, Emily-zombie resumed her trek through the woods. Once, she paused when her eyes locked on a heat source in some brush. She approached with caution when one of those sources raced away. However, it left behind several smaller ones that remained still as she moved in and plucked them up one at a time. On the second or third one, she paused, her mind briefly registering that what she held was soft, warm, and furry.
Bunny.
An image flashed and was gone so fast that it might never have happened. When there were no more, Emily zombie resumed her walking through the forest.
Days came and went. Sometimes she would change direction, but just as quickly forget why. At some point, that tiny piece of her mind that refused to succumb would fire off a reminder that she was seeking something.
Home.
Again, that word and image held no real meaning, yet it was enough to urge her to continue to move. One night, as Emily-zombie stopped in the shade of some tall pines, a noise caused her to turn. It was another. This one was smaller and also had once been a little girl.
Thalia.
Another image flashed and vanished, but it was enough to cause the Emily-zombie to mewl softly. Her sound was eventually answered. The tiny figure limped to where Emily-zombie stood. This little girl still had one filthy pigtail jutting almost mockingly from her head. It was practically all that remained of her fine, wispy blond hair.
The next day, the two ventured forth. A sound caused them to pause. Both had the same pulse that would be like fear had they been living. It did not trigger a flight response, simply a message to halt.
Eventually, a heat source appeared. It was big, it was noisy, but it was alone. Emily-zombie and her companion remained still. Eventually, the noisy heat vanished into a building. That had been enough to cause the two to stumble forth. They were almost at the broken door where the heat source had vanished when it suddenly reappeared.
“Oh crap!” the man gasped as he fumbled for the knife at his side. He yanked it free just as the smaller of the two little zombies latched on to his arm.
The man screamed in pain. He had been careless. He had ducked into this lone service station in the hopes that he might find a scrap of anything. It had been a few days since he’d eaten. That had been the day that the other five people he’d made it through the winter with had decided to leave him behind.
In hindsight, he had probably deserved it; all his life he’d been a bit of a bully. So maybe he’d taken more than his share of food and done less than his share of the work. And when he’d set down his pack to wander into the bushes and take a leak, his secret stash had apparently been found.
They hadn’t said a word, and he actually thought it had either been missed or they had chosen to ignore those two cans of soup that had rolled out and onto the ground. Yet, he’d awoken in the morning feeling unusually cold. His anger that they had been careless and let the fire die down had turned to confusion when he realized that he was alone. His fellow travelers knew full well that such things would usually result in one or all of his travelling companions being cuffed upside their heads,.
The fire was long dead and his pack with those two cans of soup, along with everything else, was gone with the five people he’d been travelling with.
He’d yelled, threatened, and swore. Eventually those rants turned to pleas and apologies. It was all in vain. He had been abandoned. 
The next few days had been terrible. He had fallen down an embankment and twisted his ankle. He also discovered that all of the equipment that he’d made the others carry included the fire starting kit were sorely missed.
Surviving on the water from the plentiful streams had helped with his thirst, but it had done nothing for his hunger. Then he’d spied that ramshackle gas station. It gleamed like an oasis in the middle of a dune sea. He staggered inside and felt his spirit crumble when he realized that it had been long since emptied of anything useful. 
Stepping back out into the bright, early morning sunlight, he’d been initially blinded. That is why he did not see the two tiny zombie girls until they were upon him.
“Oh crap!” had been all he had time to say as he fumbled for his knife. He seemed to recall that his former travel companions had always made sure that somebody remained outside to keep a lookout whenever they had ventured into a building.
Teeth bit into his arm and tore away a strip of flesh. He knew immediately that he was a dead man. A voice in his head screamed for him to kill himself and end the pain and suffering; but, most of all, it was telling him that he did not want to come back as one of them.
Another bite caused him to scream and flail his arm, but he was weak from lack of food and his ankle was throbbing. He fell to the ground and felt teeth at his neck. There was pain…
Emily-zombie tore and felt a surge of heat spray into her mouth. She and the other ripped and tore until the heat vanished. Then, they rose and staggered off. Neither saw nor paid attention as the lump on the ground began to stir.
By the time darkness fell, another had joined them; this one a little boy. He had been celebrating his sixth birthday when a man staggered into the park during a game of hide-and-go-seek. He still wore the tattered remains of a blue shirt with a little yellow character sporting one single goggled eye. The pill-shaped character was smiling big and holding a banana.
 
***
 
Vix spun as three more of the undead came through the brush. These looked like they were almost ready to topple over without any help from her. Still, she changed her course just enough to cut them off and cut them down. 
Pulling her small hand axe free from the last one, she winced at the pain in her shoulder. She had gotten in quite the nasty little quandary an hour or so ago when more than twenty of those things caught her just as she came out of a dilapidated old house that had a sagging roof.
The only reason that she’d gone in was because of the wisps of smoke that were drifting up from the cursed home. If it had been Gemma that had camped there, she was long gone. The fire was down to the most minute of embers. Of course it would be just like the fool girl to run off and leave a fire going, Vix was thinking as she exited through the back door. The door hinge let loose with a terrible shriek as she opened it.
That was when that small pack had appeared through the budding orchard of trees. Not having any desire to try and face that many on her own, Vix had turned tail and run for the front door…promptly colliding with two of the walking stacks of stink and filth just as she burst out the door and onto the top of the stoop.
She and the zombies had fallen in a tumble. A burst of hot pain came from her shoulder as her arm bent behind her awkwardly. Vix was rolling over and struggling to get her bearings when she realized that she was on top of one of those things! She heard the teeth click just as she flung herself away.
She managed to pull her belt knife as the thing rolled over and started to get to its knees. Driving the blade hilt-deep into the temple, she picked up her hand axe in her off-hand and swung it down into the forehead of the second one.
“You okay?” Harold panted as he came jogging up just in time for nothing.
“Tinged my shoulder a bit,” Vix said with a wince.
“You need to go back?” Harold had asked.
She had given it some serious thought. They were out in the bloody countryside searching for Gemma because she thought Harold had eyes for some or perhaps all of the ladies that occupied the house that Vix had brought them to after London turned out to be a disaster.
Vix still scolded herself for thinking such an idea had any chance of success. Suit of armor or not, there was no way to make a stand against millions of zombies. What so many countries had failed to do over the centuries…the zombie had done in less than a fortnight: conquered London.
“We keep searching,” Vix had insisted.
Of course it was just the two of them—her and Harold. Amanda and her mates had politely declined to go search for the girl who had run off into the night. Vix could hardly blame them; the girl had been a real thorn almost since the moment that they’d arrived.
The two stayed within sight of each other as they searched. If one went inside, the other stayed outside to keep watch. They would have no more surprises like at that first cottage. 
Glancing skyward, Vix guessed that they had perhaps three good hours of daylight left. She was sore, tired, and starting to find herself wishing that the fool girl would just come stumbling through the weeds with the other zombies so that she could know for certain and be done with it.
Either way, this was the last day that she would come out and search. Harold could do what he wished, but she was done. As far as she saw it, if there were any debts to settle between them over one saving the other, they were square. She’d already searched much longer than she had originally planned.
Harold emerged from the house at the bottom of the hill and waved his hand in the signal they had decided would indicate that there had been nothing found. He pointed to the next house; this one just up the road a ways and on her side. This house looked like it had seen better days. Vix seriously doubted that the girl would be in there, but the first house they skipped would likely be the one Gemma would be hiding in.
Opening the gate, Vix winced at yet another rusty hinge. Bloody hell, she thought, we don’t need to search, we just need to sit still and wait to hear a hinge creak.
She dismissed any thoughts of being stealthy and simply strolled up to the house. The door was partway open and Vix peeked inside. There were no signs that anybody had been here. The cobwebs were thick and the dust looked undisturbed.
Her eyes lighted on something that sat on the sofa. A cricket bat. The thing looked well used.
She allowed herself a smile as she recalled one of her favorite movies, Shaun of the Dead. It was never good to let a weapon simply go unclaimed. Never knew when you might need it. Still, she did not feel particularly enthusiastic about wading through all of the cobwebs. 
“Vix!” Harold called suddenly.
Vix spun to where the young man stood just up the road a little ways. He was waving his arms frantically. Dismissing any further thoughts about the cricket bat, Vix took off to where Harold stood waiting. 
Was that a thin curl of smoke just beyond where the young man stood? Vix wondered. “I thought we said no yelling!” Vix hissed as she got close enough to be heard.
“Aye, but give a look down there.” Stepping aside, Harold pointed down into a little valley that cut between the hill they stood on and the next one over.
Vix crested the hill and gasped. An airplane—sort of—was buried deep in the lush, grassy valley. It had broken in to at least three pieces and the wings had been sheared off and were nowhere to be seen. Of course, as tall as the grass had grown, they could be very close by, but it didn’t really matter.
The silver body of the jetliner had made a deep furrow that only hollowed out the little valley more than normal. Most of the windows down the side were covered. However, it was not the jet itself that had gotten Harold’s attention.
Up on top of the rounded fuselage were three people. They had obviously spotted Harold and were waving frantically. Unfortunately, there was no way possible to reach them. Packed in around the broken remnants of the commercial liner were hundreds…perhaps thousands of the undead. They had even wedged in between the broken tail and front section to completely surround the poor souls 
“How do you think they got up there?” Harold asked, shielding his eyes and scanning the area as if in search of any way that he could help the poor individuals.
“I have no idea, but they will die up there more than likely,” Vix replied with a sigh. 
She had pulled out her binoculars. Zooming in on the poor souls, she gasped and dropped the glasses so that they thudded against her chest.
“What is it?” Harold asked with obvious concern. “Is one of them Gemma?”
“Don’t be daft,” Vix snorted. “Those fools have been up there for a long time. I would guess that those zombies have built up over weeks…maybe even months.”
Harold accepted the binoculars from Vix. What he saw made his stomach churn. There were definite signs that they had been there for a good long while. Several canisters were set out, obviously to catch any and all rain water. They had a fire going, and that is where the horror began. They were obviously using the undead to keep their fire stoked. The most telling were the gutted human bodies that were splayed out as if to dry in the sun.
“That is repulsive,” Harold gasped, handing the binoculars back to Vix.
“And more than a little unsanitary. Those poor fools are not long for this world. Only God knows what has happened to lead them to this point, but that is something I never want to find out.”
Vix turned and headed back down the hill away from the awful scene. How many had they started with? What had possessed them to climb up on top of that derelict aircraft? 
She had reached the bottom of the hill when a series of low moans caused her to freeze. A heartbeat later, a very female and oddly familiar scream pierced the air.
 
***
 
“You can’t be serious!” Mackenzie raged. She struggled to free herself from Juan’s grip, but he held her firm.
“Put her in the boat,” Keith ordered.
“Juan!” Mackenzie yanked her head around to try and see his face. She knew that if she could just get him to look her in the eyes, that he would put a stop to this.
Two men hoisted the limp but securely bound form of April Cable up and into the waiting boat where another two men accepted her. Juan realized that it had been the one he rode in when he first arrived on this island. It had been modified considerably as had all the motor boats in their fleet now that the gasoline was useless. That day that he’d arrived seemed like an eternity ago.
The men in the boat turned, and Keith called out after them, “Make sure you put her someplace where she will at least have a chance.”
The large sail was hoisted and some other individuals that Juan could not see more than the tops of their heads of extended the oars. The boat started out for the middle of the Willamette River.
“They will have a nice breeze helping them on the way up, but coming back is gonna suck,” Keith was saying as he approached, but Juan wasn’t listening. His mind had drifted back to the events of just a few days ago…right after he’d woken from the drug-induced stupor he’d been put into by April Cable.
His first recollection had been Mackenzie’s hand holding his. There was a pounding in his head that he dismissed as an after-effect of whatever drugs April had had him on down in the basement.
As soon as he thought of the basement, everything came back in a rush. He turned his head to see Mackenzie stirring from where she’d obviously been napping. A slow smile dawned on her face, reminding Juan of a sunrise.
“Welcome back,” Mackenzie whispered and then yawned.
“April is sick,” Juan managed, his throat incredibly dry.
“Yes, we kinda figured that out,” another voice made Juan twist his head toward the door. Keith was standing there with a stern expression.
“They want to kill her.” Mackenzie’s mood shifted dramatically and her expression darkened, the sun slipping behind storm clouds.
“We want to get her off this island,” Keith clarified. “She is a danger to not just herself…” he motioned at Juan, “…but others as well.”
“She is a human being!” Mackenzie insisted.
“And she is sick beyond our ability to help,” Keith said calmly.
Juan listened to the two and had a feeling that this was not the first time they’d had this discussion. It almost sounded practiced, each line coming so automatically.
“So that is what we do now if somebody gets sick? We just kill them?” Mackenzie challenged.
“If somebody is a danger to those of us here trying to survive, then yes.”
“Juan?” Mackenzie had turned to him, her eyes pleading. “Are you okay with this?”
Juan sighed. It was not that he was okay with what Keith was suggesting, not if it became some sort of regular policy. However, he did think that it would have to be considered on a case-by-case basis. Just like with Frank and Donna? the voice in his head taunted. He shoved that memory away and returned to the situation at hand. He looked from Mackenzie to Keith. Both of them saw the answer in his eyes before he spoke the words.
Mackenzie had jumped up and run from the room, her sobs fading as she left the house. Juan felt something in his gut twist. He wondered if this was what a deal with the devil felt like. You got what you wanted…but not really; and at a price that wiped out any good feelings that you might have been able to salvage.
“It’s the right thing and you know it,” Keith said from the door. Juan’s gaze came up and caught the man’s eyes, causing him to actually take a step back. “Hey…you know why we have to do this.”
“But that doesn’t mean that I have to like it,” Juan said flatly.
“And you think that I do?” Keith shot back.
Juan considered the man for a few seconds. He looked into his eyes—Juan’s mother had always said that eyes were a window to the soul—he searched the man for a few long and silent seconds before answering.
“Yes…I do.”
Keith had left. 
April had been kept locked in a basement with two people guarding her at all times. Nobody was allowed in to see her. The community had been shocked when word spread. That was when the people demanded some sort of trial. There had been a meeting of the citizens and it had been voted on. 
Juan actually felt a surge of relief. He could step away from this and let the people decide. But still, Mackenzie did not come home. She had gone to stay with some woman that Juan did not recognize. Not that such a thing was any amazing feat. Juan hardly knew the names of any of the people that had come to live on Sauvie Island. That had always been Mackenzie’s role. He was the public face (against his will he would often add) and she was his connection to everybody. She would casually use a person’s name when they would come up to greet him or ask him a question.
The one thing about the trial that he was most thankful for had been the fact that, as the supposed victim, he would not be judge or jury. Unfortunately, he did not escape being questioned as a witness.
When the trial was over, and having been present at a few, Juan had to admit that this one was a lot more fair and less full of legal mumbo-jumbo, the verdict had come back in less than ten minutes. April was found guilty. The suggested sentence was that she be banished from the island. When it was announced, the only audible reaction came from Mackenzie.
Two days later, there they stood. The entire community had come out to see it, and Juan was reminded of something he had either, heard, read, or seen in a movie about the olden times. People had always come out for the executions back in those days. Had they reverted to that sort of thing so fast?
“How could you?” Mackenzie wept. She pulled away from Juan’s grip and started up the beach. 
Juan watched until she climbed the stairs that led up and through the bordering trees. When she vanished, he felt something shut down inside of himself. He shot a glance to Keith who had smartly pulled up several feet short of reaching him.
“What do you want?” Juan muttered.
“She’ll get over it,” Keith said. Juan’s head snapped up, but he quickly realized that the man had not said it with any sarcasm or ill intent. “This is about her mom…not about you, and not about that girl.” He hiked a thumb over his shoulder towards the boat that was vanishing in the distance.
“What do you want?” Juan asked again, sensing that the man had something on his mind.
“We have been keeping an eye on something, and you should know about it.”
“Why? What is so important that you think I need to know about it? And since you waited for everybody to be gone, I am assuming that it is being kept secret.”
Keith gave an appreciative nod. “Thad said that you were a helluva lot smarter than you like to portray. But here is the deal. We have been watching a plume of smoke for the past few days. It starts up about an hour before dusk and is gone in the morning. That indicates a camp.”
Juan shook his head. He had already decided that he was done going out there. If others wanted to do it, he was not going to stop them, but he was finished when it came to putting himself in danger. A person could only roll the dice so many times before the wrong number came up and took you out of the game. They had a farm system set up; they had chickens, sheep, cows, and horses for crying out loud! If people found them and wanted to join the community, Juan would worry about that and make those decisions as the need arose. But as far as going out there—
“The plume is getting closer,” Keith said, snapping Juan out of his thoughts. “And it is not just getting closer, but it is obviously coming our way. We think they may be here soon…two days at the latest.”
 
***
 
“I swear to God that I ain’t seen no baby!” the man spat through a mouthful of blood.
“And I still don’t believe you!” Cynthia said as she kicked the man bound to the water pipe in the basement of the house that they had retreated to after overwhelming and capturing the roaming sentry.
“I would totally start talking if I were you,” Glenn said from where he stood behind his wife holding the rifle.
“Look…I told you all that I know,” the man managed through the shortness of breath that came from at least two broken ribs.
“Then I guess we just kill you and go out to see if we can find somebody that will be of more help,” Cynthia snarled as she drew the knife from her belt.
The woman leaned down and grabbed a handful of the man’s hair, yanking it back and exposing his throat. She placed the blade against his skin and started to apply pressure when the man began to plead and beg. Cynthia paused and looked him in the eye, nodding for him to talk.
“If there is a baby, then it is probably being held over at the high school,” the man blurted. “I’m just a nobody. They don’t let most of us near that place.”
“Where is this high school?” Cynthia asked, her voice immediately changing to one of silky kindness.
“Center of town. That is where you will find the biggest concentration of those freaking zombies.” The man gave an honest shiver.
Cynthia glanced over her shoulder at Glenn who gave a shrug. That made no sense. Unless…
“Why would they pick someplace like that?” Cynthia pressed. “Why would they want zombies around?”
“Because a bunch of those folks don’t turn. There is a whole group of ‘em. And they are working to put an end to this…” The man seemed to regain some of his confidence and defiance. “They are going to find a cure, make it so that folks don’t die anymore when they get bit.”
Without warning, Cynthia flipped the large knife in her hand and slammed the pommel into the man’s temple. He slumped, his head lolling to the side. She checked him briefly to ensure that he was still alive and turned to her husband.
“I have a very bad feeling about this,” she whispered.
“Which part?” Glenn said, a hint of nervous laughter in his voice.
“I think some of this stuff is starting to make sense. You say there was a woman with Ann, that she was torn up and that Ann killed her to quote “put her out of her misery” just as you guys swooped in to rescue her?” 
Glenn nodded. Obviously his wife had figured something out. That made one of them, he mused. Right now he hardly recognized this woman who looked like his dear, sweet Cynthia. In the past hour or so, he had seen her attack a stranger and then interrogate him with a level of fierce brutality that he had never imagined could exist in the woman he loved.
“You want to share?” he finally asked as his wife stood silent, pinching her lower lip between her thumb and index finger as she worked through whatever idea she had come up with from the information that she’d gleaned.
“Obviously there is a lab of some sort in the area. They probably have a group of individuals that are immune to this and are trying to isolate the reason.”
“Okay…so why kidnap a baby?” Glenn asked.
“It could be a few reasons,” Cynthia spoke, but it was clear that she was actually just thinking out loud as she spoke with a near monotone and continued pinching her lower lip and staring at a spot on the floor. “If they are doing experiments, then a child is a wonderful supply of clean and untainted material. Also, if they have any way of determining immunity, they could make that determination early. There could be any number of reasons.”
“Jesus,” Glenn gasped. “What a bunch of sick bastards.”
Silence fell and Glenn had to struggle not to break into his wife’s thoughts. She was coming up with something and he would just have to wait. Meanwhile, his eyes continued to drift to the man tied up to the water pipe. He had been worked over pretty good. Cynthia had used a rubber mallet that she found in the basement and given the guy a few good whacks. Where in the hell had that level of brutality come from? Surely it could not all be from having seen her brother and his wife dead and turned.
Could it?
“Let’s go,” Cynthia said, bringing him out of his thoughts with a start.
“Where to?”
“We will start with that house you were at when you split up with Kyle and Mel.”
“Why?”
“Because zombies are stupid and easy to manipulate, plus we need a distraction.”
“But what about him?” Glenn indicated the man still slumped over and tied to the water pipe.
“Yeah,” Cynthia said with a shrug, “what about him?”
“Are we just going to leave him tied up?”
“You got a problem with that?”
Glenn felt his mouth open, but he could not force out any words. Who was this person standing before him that looked like his wife? The vet who had cared for others and always been the first to step in and help when it was needed?
“Don’t you think that is a bit inhumane?” Glenn asked.
Cynthia looked at her husband with a hard glint in her eyes. He took a step back, now more unsure than ever before as to what had become of his wife.
“You mean like stealing an infant from her mother? Or maybe like killing people, turning them into the living dead, and hanging them from a garage? Is that what you mean?” Her voice rose in pitch and volume as she spoke, causing Glenn to actually cringe.
“Listen,” he finally said after regaining his composure, “I understand. You think their deaths don’t weigh on me every single second? I was with them and left. I ran away!”
“You—” Cynthia’s features softened and she stepped to her husband, but he jerked away and cut her off before she could say another word.
“I was a coward! That is the long and short of it. I knew that they were going to die if they did what they planned, so I ran away. You can say what you want, but we both know the truth.”
“You came for me, you came because you were not going to leave me to this alone,” Cynthia whispered as she stepped up and sunk into her husband’s arms. “And that was not being a coward, that was being my husband.”
Glenn said nothing. The lump in his throat had grown and threatened to choke him if he uttered another word. He held his wife and let her hold him. After several moments, Cynthia withdrew.
“I know that my actions might seem irrational and out of character, but I am tired of being scared every single day. The best way to defeat that is to take control,” she explained.
“But does that mean torture and God knows what else you might have planned?”
“It means using any means necessary to get Mel and Kyle’s baby back. We either succeed or die trying. But just like them, we are in this together. If I am going to go out, it will be on my terms, not some mishap where I get bitten by a zombie or die of infection from a cut I receive climbing through a fence.”
Glenn considered his wife’s words. He thought it over and realized that if he were in fact going to die—and these days that was more likely than not—then it should be on his terms. And now that he was with the person he loved more than any other in the world, he could stand beside her and accept whatever it was that fate had in store for them.
“So…what is your plan?” he asked his wife. 
Cynthia smiled an evil Cheshire grin. When she had finished explaining, Glenn actually felt that her plan had a better than fifty-fifty chance of success. These days, those were pretty damn good odds.
 
***
 
Ronni woke with a start to the shout of her name. It had sounded like her dad, and he was not far away. She jerked upright. Wait, she thought, why wasn’t he here with her?
She looked around and could not figure out where she was at all. The sky was almost a solid color of gray as clouds created a dense layer up above. The lightest of mists was swirling in the air giving promise of the rain to come.
Ronni took a closer look and realized that she was up on some sort of massive rock. But that was a very small part of the picture. She could hear the moans of the zombies and looked around to discover that there were a lot of them gathered around the rock she was on. 
Getting to her feet slowly so as to be able to withstand the rush of dizziness that came, as well as a strong desire to be sick to her stomach, she was able to get a better look at her surroundings. 
She was in a small clearing in the woods. The zombies that were reaching and trying their best to get her were actually a minor number compared to the ones that were on the ground. That had to be her dad’s doing. 
That thought brought the question back to the front of her mind. Where was her dad? Had she in fact heard him calling her name? Or had that been just part of a dream that she could not remember?
She glanced down at her arms, wincing at the ugly redness that was forming around where she had stapled the long cuts shut with a staple gun. She could not currently understand why she had done such a thing. Her memories of the events from back at that house were hazy and hard to recall with any degree of clarity. What she did know for certain was that she needed to get down from this rock, find her dad, and then get back to that big farm with all the people and tall fences.
She checked her personal inventory and was thankful when she discovered a small water bag that she had somehow managed to keep on her belt. She unscrewed the top and drank greedily. The water was probably the sweetest thing she had ever tasted in her life. As soon as she finished, she was hit with a pang of remorse. That had been the last of the water. What had she been thinking by drinking it all?
Looking around, she realized that she had no way to escape. There were too many of the zombies still surrounding her rock. Plus, even if she could get down, she was in no condition to try and run. As it was, she could barely stand.
“Where are you, Dad?” she cried softly.
She could tell just by looking that he had obviously tried to kill all of the horrid creatures that had gathered. Judging by what she could see, he had probably decided to stop when there had gotten to be so many on the ground that the ones still animate were getting close enough that they would have been able to reach out and grab them—pull them off the rock and rip them apart—if he had killed too many more.
What did not make sense to her was why he had left her. That caused her to start looking just a bit closer at some of the zombies. If she saw the face of her dad in that bunch, she did not know what she would do. Maybe that would be it; perhaps she would just end it herself right here and now. If her dad was dead, she would have nobody. She saw no reason in trying to stay alive if she was going to be alone.
She turned slowly, taking in each face that stared back up at her. When she was finished, she was at least confident that he was not one of the zombies that had her trapped.
The frustration and hopelessness only grew as she continued to stand there staring at the undead. Her choices were non-existent as far as she was concerned. She could not make it off this rock, and if she could, she was doubtful in her ability to find her way back to that farm.
The tears started to well up in her eyes and the tightness in her gut became so much that she had to find a way to let it out. The only thing that she could think of was to scream. 
Ronni tilted her head back and shrieked. She dumped all of the pain and frustration into that anguished sound. She felt her anger build; anger at herself for not seeing that her dad had loved her with all his heart. 
All her life, it had just been her and her mom, sister, brother, and the occasional aunt or uncle who might stay for a while when they were out of a job or something. Her dad had always just been a story. He was no more real than a character in a book. When he’d come home, she didn’t know what to think of him. He was trying too hard, dumping all these feelings on her that she did not know how to handle. How could she love this man who she did not know? Just because he went by the title of “dad” did not make him anything to her.
Besides, he might be good with his words, and he seemed to know all of the right things to say, but Ronni had learned long ago to take a person at their actions; words were useless and cheap. Yet she had admitted to herself on more than one occasion that she really did want to get to know this man. He did seem to care about her in a very real way that made her feel good when she let it.
Her thoughts were interrupted by something coming through the nearby trees. It was probably just more zombies. She prepared herself in case it was a zombie version of her dad. Perhaps he had wandered off and then come back. People were always saying that these things did stuff from some sort of habit.
She made up her mind right then. If it was her dad as a zombie, then she was going to take him down. She was not sure how, and she very much doubted that she would be able to fight her way through the crowds to get him. Perhaps she could lure him close. Once he made his way to the front of the crowd, she would take the knife at her belt and stick it into his head. 
Of course she would have to move to the edge of the rock, and a few of the zombies were actually able to reach their arms a little ways. She would probably get yanked down off the rock. But that would be okay. If she was going to die, she would put her dad to rest first. He deserved that much.
“Ronni?” a familiar voice called.
Three horses emerged from the trees. It was that man Mr. Miller, and Scott, and Brett. There was a figure on Scott’s horse. It was her dad!
“Help,” Ronni said weakly.
Collapsing to her knees in relief, she watched as the men rode in hard and began to cut down the zombies that turned to face them. It only took a few minutes to be done and then Mr. Miller came up alongside the rock.
“Let’s go, Ronni,” he said as he reached out a hand to help her. “We need to get your dad back home as quick as possible.”
“Is he bit?” she felt the sick fear rise up in her and twist her insides in the split second that it took for the answer.
“We can’t tell, he is hurt real bad.” Mr. Miller situated her in front of him. “What the hell did you do to your arms?” 
Ronni explained as they wheeled the horses around and took off at an easy trot. When she asked why they were not going faster, Scott explained that if they did, it might be too much for her dad.
At last, the high fences and towers came into view. The five of them rode through the front gate where it seemed that most of the people who lived here were gathered.
“You have to make it, Dad,” she whispered as he was taken down from the horse and carried away.
 
***
 
“She will be fine,” Selina whispered to Jody as he watched the group of women gather that had been selected by random draw to be exchanged with the women from Pitts’ compound. 
He knew many of the names and faces, but there was one in particular that made his gut twist just a little bit tighter. Kat looked up at him in the tower and smiled, blew him a kiss, and then waved.
“When I found her…she was…” he struggled to talk through the tightness growing in his throat, but his words eventually died on his tongue.
“I know,” Selina soothed. “But she falls in the age group and her name came up. You can’t pick and choose, Jody. The moment that you do, this all falls apart.”
“That doesn’t mean I have to like it…or any of this.”
“We got incoming!” Danny called up from the base of the watch tower.
Jody had spotted them a while ago. This would be the women from Pitts’ place. He looked down at his small group of ten and swallowed the anger. This was so wrong.
Climbing down the ladder, he sent Danny up to replace him and then moved over to the women that he was about to send away to become little more than breeding stock. Pitts could dress it up any way that he wanted, but this was still sexual slavery as far as Jody was concerned.
“Ladies, I have been given the word of the man who is in charge over there. Sergeant Pitts has given assurance that each of you will be treated with the utmost courtesy during your stay, and as soon as you have given birth, you may return if that is your wish. As I have told you, the stipulations are that any boy child will be sent back to us here, but any girl child will be remanded over to their compound.” The words tasted like ash on his tongue and Jody struggled to keep his voice calm as he spoke.
“What if we don’t get pregnant? Will they just keep at us? Do we get passed around like some whore at a frat party?” one of the women asked. Jody was actually surprised at the matter-of-fact way in which she spoke…almost clinical.
“I don’t think that we discussed the procedures to be taken if there is no pregnancy. As for the being passed around bit, I was told that you will actually be the one to choose from a pool of suitable, and by that I have to assume that he means fertile, men,” Jody replied. “I will make a trip over in a few days. Part of it will be to check on your conditions. That is also why I wanted to see you before you left. You might be prevented from speaking to me for whatever reason. If you are in distress of any sort, or know of anything amiss, all you need to do is rub your hands together when we make eye contact. Hopefully that gesture will not be picked up on as having been a signal. But rest assured, if you give me that signal, I will do everything possible to find out what is wrong and do something about it.”
Like what? the voice in his head mocked. If he had been able to do anything, he would have by now. He would have been able to repel Pitts and his small army and prevented this from happening in the first place. He honestly did not know if he was saying this for himself or for them.
Kat stepped forward and gestured with her hands. Relax, Jody. We will be fine. I will keep an eye on things.
I know you will, Jody signed in response.
Taking the girl in a hug, he had to bite down on the inside of his cheek to keep the tears at bay. If he held her much longer, he would be helpless, so he broke the embrace and stepped back.
With Kat taking the lead, the women all turned and headed up the long stretch of road. Jody could see a detachment of armed individuals waiting. He sent his own team out, but he had insisted that they not carry anything in the way of weapons. The ground was open, flat, and clear. They would see an approaching zombie well before it could present a problem.
Selina stood beside him and waited. It was hard for Jody to enjoy the warmth of the sun when he felt so cold inside. He had made a decision that repulsed him. Still, he had been more than surprised when the women had emerged from their private conference to announce that the vote had actually been unanimous. He had a feeling that some of the votes had been given grudgingly if not outright coerced. Still, it had been done, and he had been able to give Sergeant Pitts the message that he would be sending over a group of women immediately.
At last the group from Pitts’ compound were escorted to him. One woman stepped forward. The others all stood together, but none looked the slightest bit bothered by what was about to happen.
Jody examined this woman as she approached. Her hair was ebony and her skin was tan. There was no disputing her Hispanic heritage. Her figure was full, but she looked healthy, not heavy. She wore an unflattering set of coveralls, but had the zipper down just enough to show off some rather impressive cleavage. Her dark brown eyes were bright and she was actually smiling.
“You are Sergeant Jody Rafe?” she said with a hint of her Mexican accent turning his last name to “Ra-fee.”
“Just Jody is fine,” he replied, clasping his hands in front of himself and smiling in reply.
“And you are the person in charge here?” she asked, her eyes flicking to Selina and shooting a look that he did not quite understand.
“We don’t have one person who is solely in charge, but I am what you might consider one of this community’s leaders…yes.”
“Then I choose you.”
Jody looked at the woman with a blank expression for a few seconds before the meaning of her words actually sunk in. When they did, he sputtered…but not loud enough to drown out Danny’s chuckle or Selina’s snort of displeasure.
“Actually, I am what you might call spoken for.” He pulled Selina close to his side. 
The woman gave her an up and down appraisal and then returned her gaze to Jody. “She is pregnant. You have no need to lie with her at the moment.”
“You have got to be kidding me,” Danny’s voice drifted down with obvious amusement.
“We don’t work like that,” Jody said. 
However, Selina elbowed past and stepped up directly in front of the woman so that they were almost touching. “You may be okay with pumping out babies over in that kingdom of yours, but here…we actually encourage people to have real relationships, Miss…what was your name?” 
“My name is Margarita Rivera.” The woman was about a foot or more shorter, but she showed no sign of backing down. “And who are you?”
“Selina…Selina Rafe.” 
Jody noticed that she enunciated his last name very specifically and with an obvious effort to correct the woman’s poorer pronunciation. As an added emphasis, she planted her hand on her hips in some universal female symbol of challenge. This was not going well at all.
“You are married to this man since before the muerto viviente? The…zombie…the living dead? You were married before they come?” Selina did not answer immediately and the woman steamrolled onwards. “Then it is not counting. I choose him.”
Margarita stepped past Selina as if she were not there and placed herself directly in front of Jody, arms crossed and chin tilted up at him. She winked, causing him to jump back as if hit with a small jolt of electricity.
“This is awesome,” Danny snickered.
“When will you have the men coming forward so that the rest may choose?” Margarita asked.
“Don’t you want to get situated, maybe take a few days?” Jody replied, shooting a look over the woman’s head at Selina who only had eyes for Margarita at the moment.
“We are not here for marrying. The more faster you help give babies to us, then we can go home.” She looked around at the surroundings and gave a sniff like she could detect something foul. “This place is small. It is dirty.”
“Now just a minute!” Selina lunged forward as George walked up. He was just in time to grab her and pull her back. He shot Jody a questioning look, but Jody only shrugged.
“This is George Rosamilia,” Jody said by way of introductions. “George, this is Margarita Rivera.”
The woman turned and now it was her turn to take a step back. She whistled through her teeth and clasped her hands behind her back. Slowly, she walked a circle around the large man. When she was finished, she turned to Jody and shook her head. “I am sorry. Mr. Rafe (again it came out as Ra-fee, and there was perhaps even a bit of extra emphasis on the obvious mispronunciation). I have changed my mind.”
“What’s going on?” George asked, clearly confused by the sudden turn of events.
“I am wishing to have this one be the father of my next child,” Margarita said with a wicked laugh that was only emphasized as she clapped her hands together.
“Wait…what?” George looked over at Jody.
From up above in the watchtower, the sounds of Danny Sullivan exploding with laughter rained down on the scene.
“Oh, my God!” Danny exclaimed. “This is fuckin’-A priceless!”
 
***
 
Sean scooped Deanna up into his arms. There were zombies everywhere. How did she not realize that she couldn’t help anybody? He shoved a zombie away and jabbed his large knife into one milky eye, snatching his arm back so as not to lose his only remaining weapon.
“Deanna!” a voice screamed.
Sean turned and saw that little trouble maker Rose standing on the trunk of a car. She had a look on her face that told him she had seen it all. Well that was too bad. The stupid girl was probably going to die judging by what he saw. Besides, she didn’t understand.
Sean had not knocked Deanna out to hurt her; he had done it because he loved her. He loved her so much that he would do anything for her. If he had to punch a good one and knock her out in order to rescue her, then that was the way things had to be. She would understand when she came to. He would tell her absolutely everything and she would be thankful.
He dropped his free shoulder to knock aside another zombie. It had one of the other kids from the group held close and was ripping away a chunk from the boy’s shoulder. The kid actually reached for Sean, his scream loud and his eyes pleading. Didn’t he know he was probably pretty much already dead? Sean thought as he brought his booted foot up and planted it in the boy’s chest, sending him and the zombie to the ground in a heap. He had probably just done that boy a favor as five more zombies fell on the kid. He would die faster and suffer less.
Sean paused to look around. He saw some unfamiliar adults wading into the carnage. Of course he also saw a few adults hanging back by the entrance to that hospital that they had obviously secured. He could understand; if they had worked hard to clear a place, they sure didn’t want a bunch of juvenile delinquents coming in and messing things up.
“Put her down, Sean!” a voice called.
Sean searched and he passed over Catie twice before he realized it was her. She was covered in blood and her hair was even matted to her head by the gore.
He could tell that there was no way the woman could get to him. There had to be a thousand zombies between them, and she was acting like an idiot…trying to save the kids who were running around like they had never seen a zombie before. He watched as one little girl was literally pulled apart; arms ripped out of their sockets as several zombies engaged in a lethal tug-of-war. By the time that crazy Army bitch got to where he was, he would be long gone.
Something solid smashed into the side of his head and Sean tumbled to the ground. Deanna landed in a heap beside him. Looking up, Sean saw Rose brandishing a tire iron.
“I said put her down!” Rose snarled. “I saw what you did…big man hitting a girl. She was trying to help Cherry and you punched her in the face.”
“That girl was dead!” Sean shot back as he scooted a few inches away from Rose. “You can’t save everybody…and neither can Deanna. She said that she loves me. The only problem is that all you damn kids keep taking all her time with your stupid problems. ‘Henry doesn’t like me’ or ‘I miss my mommy,’” he said in a mockingly falsetto voice.
“You’re kind of an ass.”
“Yeah…but I will be alive an hour from now and you won’t.” Sean smiled wickedly. 
Somehow the brat knew. Sean watched in amazement as she ducked under the swiping arm of the zombie that had come up from behind. Still, she was distracted now. Rolling over, he scooped up Deanna and looked around. There were several buildings that looked like low-rent apartments just up the street about a block away. He took off in that direction. It was harder than he had thought, and Deanna kept threatening to slip from his grip.
At last he reached the first five-story walk up. The entry doors had long since been ripped from their hinges and Sean ducked inside. The hallway was long and dark. To his right was a switchback staircase that would take him up to the upper floors. He just needed to get off the ground floor for now; he could worry about all the other stuff later.
He had intended to go up to the fourth or even the fifth, but his legs said otherwise. He set Deanna down as he put his shoulder into the door that opened onto the third floor. It had been barricaded from the other side…but apparently not very well. 
When he was finally able to poke his head in and take a look, he found out why he’d been able to open the door. Somebody had tried to rip all the stuff piled against this door out of the way. The hall at this end was strewn with all sorts of furniture that had obviously been stacked against this door at some point.
Once he had pried it open enough to be able to shove Deanna in and then follow, he heaved the door shut and jammed the stuff that was piled up to help barricade it back in place. Deanna started to moan and Sean flopped down across the hall from her.
Her eyes flitted a few times and then she opened them very slowly.
“W-w-what happened?” she moaned, her hands going to the left side of her jaw—right where his fist had connected with her face.
“Zombies came from everywhere,” Sean said. “I had to get you out of there fast…you would have died.” That last part was simply an assumption on his part. She had not actually been in any danger when he had knocked her out and then “rescued” her.
“The children…Rose…Catie…” Her voice became strangled and she started to sob.
“But I saved you, Sean insisted. “And we will be okay.”
“The others—” she started to insist, but a rage-filled scream came from Sean and caused her to shut her mouth with a click of teeth.
“WHO CARES ABOUT THE OTHERS!”
Deanna started to cry. Everybody was gone. If what Sean said was true, they had all gone down under that massive flood of zombies that had hit them just as they were approaching…
“The hospital,” she breathed. “Maybe they made it to the hospital. Maybe the people there helped them.”
“They’re all dead,” Sean sighed as he got to his feet. “And maybe I should have left you to die with them.”
 



 
4
 
No Geek, Just Girls
 
Rose held Aleah’s hand tightly as they walked in the midst of the silent armed guard. She should have trusted her gut, and that is why she was so angry at the moment. She could care less that they had been kicked out of that weird compound. 
They came to a stop in front of a large building with a sturdy wrought iron fence that had obviously been reinforced. There was a sign that was heavily tagged with graffiti proclaiming “Where is your god now?” and “The end came and went…why are you still here?” You could barely make out the words “Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses”.
“So this is it,” the man who had identified himself as Jordan Cranston said to the pair. “Inside there is a big map on the wall of the area. You can get your bearings and be on your way.”
“Just so you know,” Rose looked up at the man with absolutely no emotion on her face, “don’t bother looking over your shoulder…you’ll never see it coming when I kill you.”
The man shook his head and scowled. “You do realize that I could simply kill you here and now. You have a simple machete…oh…wait…” He reached down at his hip and tapped the hilt of a bladed weapon that was sheathed and hanging from his belt. “You don’t even have that yet. Say something else, little girl. Maybe we just leave you two here with nothing but the clothes on your back and see how long you last.”
“You ain’t—” Rose lunged forward, but Aleah grabbed her and pulled her back.
“Rose! Enough.” The woman stepped through the gate after one of the men with Jordan untwisted the wire that kept the hasp on the gate secure and pulled the younger girl with her.
“That punk took Kevin,” Rose yelled as she spun away from Aleah. “Maybe you are okay with that, but where I’m from, we handle our business when people screw with our family.”
“A real shame you ain’t immune,” Jordan said with a laugh and a shake of his head. “We sure could have used somebody with your spirit. I have no doubt that you will be just fine.”
A low moan sounded from some nearby buildings. After Aleah and Rose entered the gate, Jordan shut it.
“If you need some time to get yourself together, feel free to stay for one or two days. If it ain’t too much to ask, please shut the gate and secure it when you leave. And if you don’t, just remember that you won’t be hurting me at all. This is where we bring anybody who is not admitted to the colony. So if you leave the gate open and zombies get in, then you just put somebody in danger…somebody just like yourselves. We simply bring them here for drop off. We don’t step inside this gate…kind of like your own little sanctuary.”
With that, Jordan handed over a sheathed machete to both Aleah and Rose, then he and the rest of his escort team turned and headed back the way they’d come. Jordan gave a wave which received the middle finger in response from Rose. 
The walk had been almost an hour, but Aleah was already finding herself to be tired. She headed for the doors to the building while Rose secured the gate behind them.
Inside, there was a distinct smell of human waste mixed with staleness and rotting garbage. The floor was littered with old discarded bandages and assorted trash. The walls had been covered with more quips as well as names and dates and various town and city names that were probably the likely destinations of the authors. 
A few old and weathered photos were tacked up, many with added mustaches, goatees and devil horns scribbled. However, one table stood out from everything else in the dank environment. It was a six-foot long table with a dark sheet spread over it. A bit of dust had gathered, making Aleah wonder when the last time was that somebody had been brought here. 
On the table were a stack of books. The two headed over and took a look. Aleah almost laughed. Written on a piece of notebook paper and inside a plastic page protector was a simple, handwritten note:
To whom it may concern,
While the world has certainly come to an end, there is no reason that a few of us can’t try to cling to a bit of humanity. If you are reading this, then you have been deemed unworthy by a group of individuals that seem to be immune to this terrible plague.
My group was one such band. Well…half of us were anyway. The problem was that when we got here, we had to wait a week for one of our own to heal up from a badly sprained ankle. If you are alive, then you can certainly understand the idea of boredom. Who knew that the zombie apocalypse could be so dull at times?
Anyway, a few of us ventured out and came across a small, locally owned bookstore. We grabbed all we could carry. We would have grabbed more, but, as with all good things, eventually the zombies showed up and we had to lay low for a bit.
In any case, we got a few books and ask that, if you do take one, treat it well. It doesn’t look like there will be anymore release dates any time soon.
Sincerely,
 
Paul Cowan
 
The stacks of books had obviously been shuffled through, but it was a variety of titles that were scattered across the table: Dying Days 3, A New World: Chaos, Zombie Fallout 6, The Walking Dead: Rise of the Governor.
“Kevin would love this stuff,” Rose chuckled.
“Actually, not so much,” Aleah said with a wistful sigh. “We found some zombie books one time while out searching for supplies. He said why bother reading about it when we are living it.”
“Hey…here is something.” Rose picked up a battered paperback.
“Wuthering Heights?” Aleah asked with a skeptically raised eyebrow.
“My mom said it was one of the greatest books ever…but I never got around to reading it,” Rose replied with her own deep and sad sounding exhalation.
“Well, it is here for a reason…take it.”
Rose wiped at the cover with one hand and got a faraway look. She walked over to a small square of sunlight that was drifting in through a window that had been busted out who knew how long ago. 
Aleah found her own space in a corner and lay down after clearing a place on the floor. She just needed some rest. After a few decent hours of sleep that would come whether she wanted it or not, she could figure out what to do. One thing was for certain…there was no way in hell she could just abandon Kevin.
As she drifted off, her mind could not stay away from those last moments…
A handful of men filtered into the room with weapons drawn. It all seemed too surreal for Aleah.
 
***
 
Her last memories had been of a terrible pain that seemed to rip her apart from the inside out. Her only thought was that, for some strange reason, the baby inside her had turned into a zombie and was trying to eat its way out of her. She felt warm liquid gush from her and the last thought she had before losing consciousness was that she could not believe that she wet her pants again…but at least Kevin was out cold and would miss the whole embarrassing moment this time.
When she came to the first time, she had been terrified. Staring down at her were people wearing white surgical masks and tight fitting caps so that all she could see were their eyes as they stared down at her.
“My baby,” she had tried to say, but that was when she was aware of a mask over her own face. This one was plastic and gave a faint smell of bananas for some reason.
“We need another dose…she is coming out too soon,” a man’s voice said.
Aleah was aware of a presence beside her, but when she tried to move her head, she discovered that it had been secured in place with a strap across her forehead. She was sending messages to her arms, but they did not seem inclined to respond either.
Also, there was a sound. It was that sound that haunted her. It sounded like a vacuum. And why did she suddenly feel so empty?
The next time she opened her eyes, Kevin was there. He’d been holding her hand and talking to some woman, but none of it made any sense. Then the men with guns arrived.
They were talking about things, but for some reason, she was having a terrible time following anything. It reminded her of when her best friend had taken her to see the movie, Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me. She had sat through the film and been amazed as her friend gasped and clucked throughout the whole confusing thing. She’d had no more idea what was going on when she walked out of the theater than she had when she’d walked in.
She’d heard things that sounded like Kevin was going to be some sort of living sperm bank…but he would be in a coma…and Heather had a boyfriend? That just could not be right.
Kevin had squeezed her hand and said something about it being worse than the horror movies. What had he meant by that?
They had taken Kevin out of the room after a bit of a scuffle, and a moment later Rose came in. She was handcuffed and the man with her had what looked like a busted nose. There had been yelling, and one of the men—the one in the baseball hat who she would later come to know as Jordan Cranston—had backhanded Rose really hard and told her that their “hospitality had its limits.”
Then she saw the woman who Kevin had been speaking with when she first woke up escorted out in the cuffs that they had removed from Rose. And before she could ask anybody what was going on, the door to the room she and Rose were in had been shut and locked. Seconds later, the lights went out and they were plunged into perfect darkness.
“Rose?” she called out softly into the void of black.
“Aleah…are you okay?” 
“I don’t know. I feel a bit woozy.”
“Keep talking so that I can find you,” the girl called out from somewhere in the room.
Aleah was at first puzzled by the request but, as the fog was slowly lifting, realized that the girl could not find her despite the fact that they were in the same room. No windows, and somebody had turned out the lights.
Once the girl reached her side, they both just hugged each other for several minutes without speaking. It was comforting to feel the arms of a friend encircle her. Eventually, she moved her head a little and asked Rose the question. “What the hell is going on?”
The story that Rose spun was hard to follow at times. She had miscarried and Heather had run after the people that they had met on the overpass. They’d actually argued about whether or not to help until Heather revealed the fact that Aleah was pregnant. Suddenly, everybody was very helpful.
They had carried her and Kevin back to the compound, and somewhere along the way, the four of them had been split up. At some point, Rose had been asked to watch the door where Kevin had been locked up and told that she could let him out once he came to.
After Kevin emerged from the closet and gotten caught up on the situation, a group of the compound’s security team had arrived and escorted him away. She had basically been ignored. Obviously they had not considered her a threat. Once again she had been thankful for being so small and young looking. 
She’d hung back, but followed along to hear most of what had been said. When she realized the situation for what it was, she had slipped out of the auditorium with the mindset of finding Heather and trying to figure out the best and quickest way to escape.
She had been made when the man who she’d heard identify himself as Ken Tucker stepped out from around a corner and told her to “come along peacefully”. Of course she ran, did he really think it would be that easy?  And it had gone fine until she rounded a corner and found herself in a dead end hallway with a locked door on either side. 
She told Aleah about how she had pretended to cry and dropped to her knees when one of Tucker’s men approached. Just as he reached down for her, she came up with her head and drove it into his face, smashing his nose in a nasty sounding crunch. Aleah did not miss the hint of smug satisfaction in the young girl’s voice as she recounted it all. Nor did she miss the anger when Rose recounted being cuffed and brought to the room where they’d spent the remainder of that night.
Of course she had known all the rest…how the men, led by Mister Cranston, had come and roused them. How they’d been marched out the gate with people walking past as if nothing were happening. 
The sleep she managed to get was rife with images and nightmares of Kevin being tortured, beaten…or worse. When she awoke, she did not feel all that refreshed. Thankfully, it was still dark and she was able to roll over and get a little more rest. She did not sleep, but instead just lay there listening to Rose’s deep and regular breathing…and the occasional moans of the undead.
 
***
 
The sound of the regular pattern of rain turned to a thrumming as a storm swept in; complete with thunder and lightning. At one point, the sounds of rain began to intensify in such a way that both women rushed to the window to discover that peanut-sized hail was coming down.
A trio of undead staggered to the nearby intersection and came to an unstable stop. They were simply standing there, heads cocked to the side in a dog-like parody. A noise—that both Aleah and Rose felt before they actually heard it—began to grow in intensity.
Rose looked at Aleah with a questioning expression that the older woman could only shrug at in response. Debris began to whip up in the wind that was starting to grow stronger by the second. Aleah’s face paled as the dawning of what might be the cause suddenly came to her.
Running to the door, she turned the knob and had it almost ripped from her hands as the door flung open, almost sending her sprawling. Gathering herself, she spun and looked in the same direction that the zombies had their attention focused at the moment.
It took a few seconds to see it through the buildings and trees, but there it was…a funnel cloud. She realized that the reason it took her so long to actually locate it was the sheer size. The black funnel filled a good part of the horizon.
She tried desperately to recall exactly which direction it was back to the compound, but the best she could do was generalize. The problem was that this funnel cloud was in that “general” direction.
“Back inside!” Aleah yelled as the sound of the howling wind continued to grow.
The two ducked into the building, and Aleah’s eyes scanned for a sign. She was more than a little elated when she saw an arrow pointing down a set of stairs. Grabbing Rose by the hand, she made a run for them.
Yanking the door open, Aleah had just a split second of regret. If there was anything on the other side, they were done for. Thankfully, the door opened to simple darkness. A sniff test gave a smidge of reassurance that there would be no nasty surprises.
Since they did not have any form of light, the best they could do was see the area immediately lit by the open door—which was not much. However, when several seconds passed with nothing coming for them out of the pitch darkness, Aleah assumed that it was safe. Her mind sing-songed that old phrase about assuming, but she was out of options. The sound of the tornado was deafening, and things were slamming into the building. Something wet splashed her face, causing her to recoil, but she quickly realized it was rain; a section of the roof had already peeled back.
Venturing further into the darkness, the pair moved until they found a corner and then hunkered down with arms clutching each other tightly. Aleah felt her ears pop with the pressure change, and the noise was such that she could not hear her own screaming.
A pair of zombies tumbled down the stairs. Aleah and Rose could see them in the light of the door. Both watched in morbid fascination as they landed awkwardly at the bottom of the stairs and then, seconds later, began to lift off the ground like a cheap magic trick. The two undead swirled in the air for a few seconds and disappeared skyward, vanishing from the open rectangular viewing area of the doorway.
It seemed to last forever, but slowly, the roar died down and was reduced to nothing more than the sound of a steady rain. The two girls looked at each other and finally made their way to their feet. Creeping forward, they both could hear the unholy chorus of moans and groans that seemed to be close and constant.
Reaching the door, they crept up the stairs, peeking over the lip to scan the open area of the main floor. The destruction was complete. All that remained of the building were the stark, skeletal ruins of one corner of the building across from them. Doing a slow visual scan in a complete circle, they caught glimpses of movement in every direction.
“We need to get out of here,” Rose whispered unnecessarily.
“Ya think?” Aleah said through clenched teeth and lips that did not move.
The two scrambled up and were making their way through the rubble and debris when a moan froze them in their tracks. Aleah looked over her shoulder to see just as a zombie pushed its way out from a jumble of splintered branches and a section of fallen roof.
The zombie had a three foot long beam through its chest and kept getting tangled in all the debris. It did not move towards them, but stood with what could easily be perceived as caution while its head twitched first one way then the other to examine the two living persons that stood a dozen or so feet away. There was something familiar about this relatively fresh zombie. It took Rose to jar the memory loose.
“Sheila.” Rose stepped forward and swung her machete down with a scream of anger.
Sheila was one of the younger girls, probably eight or nine, and quick to get into a scrap if she thought somebody was even looking at her wrong. Deanna was always pulling her away from one of the other children; boy or girl did not matter.
The zombified version of Sheila hissed and opened her mouth to display bloodstained teeth just before the machete cleaved her skull in two.
“Being a zombie hasn’t done her any favors,” Rose huffed as she elbowed past Aleah and out to the twisted ruins of what remained of the wrought iron fence that had surrounded this place.
“So…I’m thinking…” Aleah started, but her voice faded as three more familiar faces emerged from a nearby building that had lost the entire front façade while managing to keep the other three sides relatively intact.
“They shouldn’t be this far south,” Rose said as she started to move in to dispatch more of the children that had been part of the group that had headed north with Catie.
“You think everybody was trying to make it back to us?” Aleah asked.
Rose seemed to think about it for a second before shaking her head. “Everybody just ran. I don’t think any of them knew where they were going. And with whoever those people were in that hospital…I just don’t know.”
Rose stopped a few feet from her former companions. She knew each of them…knew their stories…their dreams. And while she might not have gotten along with every single person in her pod back in juvenile detention, she did not wish an ending like this on any of them.
Steeling herself, she moved in and made to put them down. She was expecting them to come at her just like any other zombie, but once again they looked to be observing her just as Sheila had just a moment ago.
“Kevin is certain that there is something different about the children,” Aleah called.
“Different how? Are they not zombies?”
“I can’t remember how he explained it, but yes, basically they are still zombies…just different somehow.”
“Well I ain’t waitin’ to see if they just want to say hello and be on their way.” Rose moved in and put the trio down. The last one she put down had actually turned and looked to be trying to escape by the time she got to it.
“If some of the kids are this far south…maybe—”
“Maybe you guys should try to make a little more noise and see if you can bring in a few thousand more!” a voice called from the third floor of the building that was missing all of its street-facing side.
Aleah looked up to see Catie shouldering her crossbow and pushing her way through some desks and office furniture. It looked like somebody had picked up the building and shook it like a snow globe. Catie vanished into an opening and eventually emerged from a door that sat crooked on its hinges on the ground floor.
“Where are the others?” Catie asked as she pulled out her canteen and took a drink.
“Long story,” Aleah and Rose said in unison.
And it was. Aleah and Rose took turns sharing everything. When one would drop off, the other would pick up, but it was Aleah’s recounting of what had happened to Kevin that changed Catie’s face from impassive to a dark cloud.
“So where is this place?” Catie asked after the pair had finished.
“Back that way…sort of…” Aleah’s fought off tears of frustration as she realized how little she had been paying attention while they were being marched away.
“I can show you,” Rose said as she stepped over and took Aleah’s hand.
“If we are lucky, that freakin’ huge tornado ripped a path right through those lame fucks’ territory,” Catie growled.
“But if that happened…Kevin and Heather—” Aleah started, but Catie shut her down.
“One thing at a time. We need to go get a look at that place and decide what to do.” Catie took Aleah by the arms and looked into her eyes. “But you need to be prepared for the possibility that we may have to go on without them.”
The trio started the trek back. As they walked, Rose moved up close to Catie and gave her a nudge with her elbow. “What are you doing back this way? You were adamant about moving on.”
“Deanna,” was Catie’s cryptic one word reply. But she was caught up in memories…bad ones.
 
***
 
Catie spun and shoved the blade of her knife up and under the snapping jaws of the female zombie that came within a fraction of an inch from her face as it lunged forward past the last undead attacker now sporting an axe-shaped cleave in its forehead. Kicking it away with her booted foot, she was just able to bring her spike-gloved fist into the next one; her blow landing solid and plunging the inch long spikes into both eyes and the space between them.
She heard another of the children let loose with that terrible scream of pain, but she simply had too much on her own plate to let it register. All around her was carnage. Zombies, children, and apparently a few of the people from that hospital.
Momentarily freed from the worst of the fighting, Catie searched for any of the children that might have a shot at making it out alive. Her eyes froze on a scene about fifty yards away.
Deanna was leaning away from Sean who had her by the wrist; she was trying to rush into a swarm of zombies that were tearing a few of the children apart. To his credit, Sean was obviously more level-headed and was preventing the girl from being just another casualty. However, when he yanked her back hard and punched her in the face, Catie reappraised the situation.
Unfortunately, she was in no position to help as the young man hoisted the limp figure over his shoulder and took off at a jog away from the carnage. A yank on her sleeve took her eyes away from being able to continue to track their progress. She looked down just as a young boy of about twelve dropped to his knees beside her. 
His throat had been torn, but unfortunately, the carotid had only been nicked. She wished it had been severed; at least that way his suffering would have been less. As it was, he looked up at her with absolute terror in his eyes. There was nothing she could do for him. Actually…
Catie grimaced as she drove her knife into his temple. She pulled it free and looked for a way out of the chaos. If anything, more zombies had arrived, and it did not seem like there was any end of their numbers. They poured out of every street…except one!
Catie was about to make an attempt for what promised to be at least a possible escape when she spotted Rose about ten feet away. The girl was on the hood of a car fighting off a handful of zombies; a couple were sprawled at her feet already. She had seen spunk from that girl from day one. 
Making her way through the carnage and shoving away a strange man who had emerged from a cluster of bodies clutching what must be his right arm in his left hand, his face showing that he was obviously in shock, Catie barley broke stride as she freed the long blade she had over left shoulder. She took the top third of the man’s head off in a fierce backhand. Her own adrenaline rush was such that she hardly felt the sting in her hands from the strike.
At last she reached Rose. The girl had just chopped down through the crown of the head of what looked like one of the kids that had come with them on this ill-fated trip. The girl, to her credit, had tears streaming down her face.
“Rose!” Catie barked.
The girl spun, arm cocked back and ready to swing. The look of relief was visible when recognition came.
“Deanna,” Rose gasped as she and Catie put down the remaining zombies that had gathered.
“I’ll do what I can, but you need to get back to Kevin and the others…warn them that this herd is bigger than anything we have ever seen. They can’t stay put…if they have to carry Kevin or…” She let the rest of the sentence go unsaid.
Rose tried to protest, but she had continued to work herself towards the one avenue of escape that she had spied a few moments earlier. By the time they got there, Catie had promised to do what she could in the matter of Deanna while Rose had agreed to go warn the others.
Catie only had the luxury to watch as the girl turned a corner a block away before having to devote all of her attention to the task at hand. She could see none of the children any longer, and it was obvious that any help from the hospital had either retreated or gone down in the onslaught.
With a sigh, Catie started down the street she had seen Sean carry Deanna. She was not surprised when she reached a spot where she could get a good look to discover that they were long gone. Whether having fallen to the hundreds of zombies mulling about, or if they’d somehow managed to pull off a miracle and escape; it would be next to impossible to find them or anybody else for that matter.
In that moment, Catie had a choice; she could strike out for South Dakota on her own; she could try to catch up with Rose and hook up with the others; or…she could simply give up. That last one vanished from her thoughts almost as soon as it came. As long as she was still alive, she would fight to the end.
While almost all of what they had managed to scavenge had obviously been lost in the attack, she had a .45 on her hip and a half dozen magazines in a belt pouch with another thousand rounds in her small travel pack.
She pushed, stabbed and chopped her way in the direction Sean and Deanna had gone. If they had not made it, she figured to come upon a cluster of zombies that would be doing a slow motion version of a shark’s feeding frenzy. However, after almost ten blocks, she had discovered nothing but the fact that the zombies were actually getting thicker.
“That couldn’t be just the leading edge,” she said out loud as she shoved aside a woman in a pair of ragged jeans and no top with a gaping hole in her midsection and shards of rib bone jutting through the gray skin of her chest.
Making her way to a five-story office complex, Catie climbed the exterior fire escape that sounded and felt as if it were going to rip free from its mounts at any moment. Reaching the roof, she was not surprised to find the remains of a camp. The survivors long gone, a pair of well-rotted bodies remaining still bound hand and foot hinting at a million possible stories; none of them ending well.
From the roof, she was able to see past many, but not all, of the surrounding buildings. What she saw made her blood run cold. The undead were coming in numbers she could not begin to fathom. She looked back in the direction that she knew Kevin and the others to be. 
Her choice was made. She would return and join the others. They might need help with Kevin so incapacitated. Also, she had noticed a change in the man since his incident with the cat. He had almost seemed upset to discover his immunity.
Climbing down, Catie started the arduous journey back to the others. For better or worse, these people had found a place in her heart…and that really pissed her off.
 
***
 
“Figures,” Catie growled under her breath as she, Aleah, and Rose looked down on the well secured compound. 
She had to give grudging respect for their fortification. The campus and its surrounding grounds were nestled in behind a barrier of literally thousands of large vehicles that had been pieced together like a Tetris puzzle on the highway roads that literally encircled the place.
From their vantage on the roof of some sort of ramshackle industrial complex that was a hodge podge of offices and warehouses, they could see the north end of the compound with its open fields and what looked like it might have once been a small baseball diamond. Everything was being converted to farmland by the inhabitants.
“What a weird place to set up house,” Catie said.
“One place is as good as the next,” Rose mumbled, scanning the walkways near one of the buildings where there looked to be a lot of activity.
“Not really,” Catie disagreed. “I am sure Kevin probably noticed, but these people are far too short-sighted. They have no real water supply. They look to be relying on rain. I give ‘em five years tops.”
Rose considered the statement. Five years seemed like a long time to her. However, she was more focused on all the activity increasing around one particular building.
“I think we have something.” She handed Catie the binoculars and pointed.
Catie took a peek. It looked like everybody was filing in to one main building that sat as a huge box set apart from the rest of the facility. However, her trained eyes saw a few things that Rose might have missed. Standing at the doors were armed guards. Also, more pairs of armed guards were around the perimeter of the building. Scanning out, she spotted an observation tower. The occupants were faced in, not out like they should be. Whatever was going on, it was obvious that whoever was in charge had some concerns about the general population. It was possible that it had something to do with Kevin and Heather, but she was only guessing. She passed the binoculars to Aleah who seemed absolutely lost at the moment. The woman had not said a word during the trek back to this place.
“So what’s the plan?” Rose asked bluntly.
“I don’t know if we have one big enough for all of that,” Catie admitted. “We may have no choice but to leave them.”
“You can’t be serious!”
“I am very serious.” Catie rolled onto her side and looked the girl in the eyes. “I have never seen so many people in one place since shortly after all of this began. There must be a few thousand. It would be like trying to take on an entire town. This is the real world, kid. And the facts are that sometimes you have to cut people loose.”
Rose had not so much as blinked while Catie spoke. She heard everything that the woman was saying, but she was also picking up on something else. 
“But you aren’t ready to just give up on them.” Rose rolled onto her back and looked up at the gray sky. “If that was the case, you would have just said so. You say we may have no other choice…but you are not set on giving up yet.”
“Whatever you choose,” Aleah finally spoke up, “I won’t go. If I have to find those Guardians and bring them here myself…I won’t just leave Kevin and Heather.”
“That may not be such a bad idea on the surface,” Catie said. “Only, from what I saw, those folks are just as bat-shit crazy as these folks.” She got up and brushed herself off and motioned for the others to follow. “Nope, I think I have a plan. It is a little risky, but what isn’t these days?”
The trio headed back to the ladder they had used to climb up onto the roof. A lone zombie was standing at the bottom and examining it like he really wanted to figure out how to use the thing. Catie looked around and found a chunk of concrete that had broken away from the lip of the building and hurled it about twenty feet behind the zombie. Just as she predicted, the creature turned and began to stumble in the direction of the new sound.
The three made their way down and Catie rushed over to drop the lone walker just as it managed to turn once again to the newest sound. Heading across the mostly empty parking lot that fronted the complex they had used to scout from, they closed in on the vehicle barricade filling the roadway and encircling the compound. Catie got down on her hands and knees when she reached the first vehicle.
“Smarter than I thought,” she muttered.
“What?” Aleah came out of her reverie and looked down at the other woman with a curious expression.
“Gas tanks,” Catie grunted as she got to her feet. After checking a few more nearby vehicles, she confirmed her suspicion. “Yep…they took them off. Probably used as much as the fuel as they could.”
“So?” Rose cocked her head in confusion. “Kevin said that cars were pretty much useless anymore. Did you know that gas spoiled and went bad? I sure didn’t.”
“Yeah, well these people did. But even more, there is no way to use it against them. I was sort of hoping to start a big fire.”
“With bad gas?” Aleah asked skeptically.
“That was just Plan A…and I wasn’t really putting too much stock in it.”
“Then why bother?” Rose asked with a sarcastic lilt to her voice.
“Sort of like kicking in a door only to discover that it was unlocked.” Catie chuckled at the memory of just such a situation she’d had several months ago. “So…I guess it is Plan B.”
“Since you haven’t told us anything about what you have in mind, maybe you can take a moment.” Aleah was clearly annoyed and Rose could feel the tension between these two building once again. She’d hoped they had gotten past the petty crap. It didn’t look like that was the case as Catie’s expression darkened.
“Listen, Aleah, you have been in a freaking trance since I hooked up with you guys. I figured it would just be a waste of time to tell you anything. However, if you are done daydreaming, then I would be happy to share my plans with you.”
Rose was about to get involved when Aleah surprised her.
“You’re right, Catie. I’m sorry…it’s just that, with losing the baby, and then losing Kevin and Heather like this, I got wrapped up in myself. I know those are the ways of the Old World. I also know that is a luxury that we don’t have anymore. My head is in the game…promise.”
Catie considered the other woman’s words. She reached out a hand, but Aleah brushed it aside and hugged her. When the embrace was over, it was Catie who spoke first.
“And I am really sorry about the baby. I admit that it would have complicated things, but I don’t have to be such a heartless bitch. I am sure that it was very rough on you…physically as well as emotionally.”
“Okay…first you two want to kill each other, now you are practically kissing. Can we just get to the part where Catie tells us her plan?” Rose interrupted, standing with hands on hips and giving the two an incredulous glare.
Catie sighed and knelt down, motioning the other two to join her. She explained her plan; each time one or the other of the two tried to interrupt or protest, she cut them off with a raised hand. When she was done, despite the risk involved, they all agreed that it was probably the best shot they had.
They slipped back to the complex of buildings where they had been spying on the compound. After three fallback locations had been identified, it was nearing sunset.
Catie looked at Rose and Aleah. The two did a quick rock-paper-scissors and Aleah won—or lost as she saw it. She accepted Catie’s belt knife and sheath.
“Are you absolutely sure this is the right way to go?” 
Catie gave a curt nod. “From what you guys have said, this will buy me time. They will bring me in and give me the full work up.”
“But they kept me sedated. You don’t think they will do the same to you?” Aleah looked at the knife in her hand like it was a coiled snake.
“Of course they will, but that will also give them a false sense of security. They will do what they do, and on the off chance that I test positive for the immunity, they will offer me the chance to stay. If not, then I will be given the same deal as you and allowed to leave.”
Aleah flashed a look to Rose as if asking the other girl to take the knife, but all she received was a shake of the head, hands raised, and a dramatic step back.
“I thought you were some tough gangbanger type,” Aleah said with a sniff.
“Maybe I’m just going soft.” Rose took another step back.
“Just make sure you stick me right here in the meaty part of my shoulder,” Catie warned before stuffing the large rag in her mouth.
Aleah sighed and dropped her head in resignation. After a deep breath to steel herself, she focused on the spot where Catie had shown her. With a downward strike, she drove the blade home. Even with the makeshift gag, Catie’s stifled scream seemed to echo in Aleah’s ears. She yanked the blade out and cast it aside like it was burning her hand to hold it.
“Sonovabitch!” Catie hissed once she took the rag from her mouth.
“That sure don’t look like much,” Rose observed as she moved closer to take a look at Catie’s wound. Blood was seeping out slowly, but it was hard to see where this new blood began and all the stuff from before ended.
“Maybe I should stab you,” Catie snapped.
“No thanks.” Rose stepped back with her hands up. “Jeez…some people…” The rest of her comment died on her lips as Catie shot a hard glare and brushed the hilt of her remaining belt knife with her good hand.
“Now, you guys stay down. If they have patrols, and from what you guys have told me, I would guess that they do, the last thing we need is for you to be discovered.” Catie switched her travel pack to her good shoulder and gave Aleah and Rose one final wave before heading towards the compound.
She only got about ten steps before Aleah ran to catch her and give her one more big hug. “Just be careful,” she whispered before letting go.
Catie gave a non-committal grunt and resumed her trek, making sure that she turned away before the hint of tears that were building in her eyes could be spotted.
She made her way to the automotive barricade and started up and over. It was actually more difficult than she had originally imagined; and with only one good arm, things were even more difficult. At last she was rewarded with the words she had been hoping for.
“Stop where you are and place your hands in the air.”
 
***
 
“…bunch of Road Warrior wanna-bes,” Catie said, doing her best to sound as unimpressive as possible. For some reason, she did not want these people to have any idea of her military background.
“And you say they killed the rest of your group?” the woman who had identified herself as Latricia Jones asked.
Catie knew this game. You kept on making a person repeat their story in bits and pieces, and you mixed up the order and jumbled the facts from time to time. If the person did not catch your intentional mistakes, it would raise flags of doubt.
“No…I said I am pretty sure they killed most of them, but they totally took a couple. They tried to take me…pretty sure they were trying to get the women alive.” Catie did her best to not sound exasperated. She wanted to sound flighty, which was why she had made the last second decision to affect what she considered a bit of a ‘Valley Girl’ voice. If she came across as just a little vapid, then she would not be seen as much of a threat.
“And you just bailed on them?” 
Catie had known the moment that she laid eyes on this guy that he was Jordan Cranston; the baseball cap just helped seal it. She knew the type—big and bulky with a solid gut that made you initially think he was fat. The thing was, there was no jiggle to that solid mass in the middle.
“We have always had the rule…when we come under attack from outsiders, the women are supposed to fall back right away. You have no idea what sorts of freaks are out there,” Catie said flatly. “But I don’t imagine you folks know much about that. This place looks like it has been here a while. Y’all probably don’t get out much.”
“We were out when we found you,” Jordan huffed.
“Yeah, but get a few miles away from the safety of that car barricade you got goin’ on…then you’d see.” Catie struggled not to sound like she was challenging the man. She had already decided that this guy topped her list of people to kill if and when it came to that.
“That should do it,” Latricia said, shooting a glare in Jordan’s direction. “Stitched up nicely. Maybe you should accompany us in to the compound. We actually have a few real doctors inside that could make sure there is no further damage.”
“I don’t want to be any trouble…besides,” Catie made a show of looking off in a direction that was not towards where Aleah and Rose were hiding out, “I should try to go see if I can find any of my friends…see if they made it.”
“Tell ya what,” Latricia took Catie’s hands in hers and gave them a gentle pat, “we have patrols out doing a check on the area…that tornado came pretty close and there are some other groups nearby that we like to keep tabs on. I will have them keep a look out for your people. Just give us some names. If our patrols come across any stragglers or new faces, we can bring them in as well.”
“I don’t want to be any trouble.” Catie hated how she had to pretend to be timid and afraid. She knew just by looking that she could take pretty much anybody in this little ten person patrol in a straight up fight; even the puffed up Jordan Cranston.
“It’s no trouble.” Latricia gave Catie a hand up, making sure to help her from the side that she had not just stitched.
“Well…I guess it couldn’t hurt to get checked out.”
“We can even throw in a hot meal.”
“Seriously?” At least Catie didn’t have to feign delight in that part of the offer. She could not recall the last time her meal had not come out of a foil pouch.
“In fact,” Latricia was in full blown salesman mode now, “I think today was bread day. We bake bread once a week. There is nothing like tearing off a chunk from a loaf fresh out of the brick ovens.”
“Sounds wonderful.” 
Catie fell in to the midst of the group and followed them back to the compound. She noticed immediately the positions that the rest of the patrol took. They were not trying to look like she was under guard, but she noted the hands near the holsters and wondered just how this might have played out if she had shown even more reluctance to accompany them.
Of course Aleah and Rose had both stated that, in their initial meeting, these people had not shown any sort of hostility or tried to coerce them into coming along. Had something changed in the dynamic of the compound? Did it have anything to do with that assembling of what looked like the entire population she and Rose had observed?
As they arrived at the compound and entered through a gate, she noticed that the tower watches had their attention split both inside and out. If she didn’t know any better, she would think that the residents were as much prisoner as anything else.
The grounds were mostly deserted with the exception of what were obviously armed sentries. She was losing hope that any chance of even locating Kevin was going to be minimal. The possibility of getting him out of here was fast becoming an impossibility. 
They veered towards a collection of buildings that, if her memory served her correctly, were in three rows running basically north-south. They entered one, and Catie had to give her eyes a second to adjust to the dimness. She recalled Aleah saying that these people had electricity in some capacity. If that was the case, why was this hall so dark?
She tensed a little, considering the possibility that this might be a trap of some sort. However, once they rounded the first corner, she relaxed just a little. The corridor had doors all down the length. Each room they passed showed beds—some occupied. People were moving around inside, apparently going about their business.
“You guys suffer a big attack?” Catie asked innocently as they continued along. However, she was noticing the trend and feared what her mind was trying to get her to see.
“Nothing too terrible,” Jordan said with a coldness that sounded almost reptilian to Catie who was now hyper-alert. There was something very wrong going on.
At last they came to a room that only she, Latricia, and Jordan entered. Jordan said something to the rest of the group and only he and Latricia had remained once he was done.
“I will sit with you while we wait for the doctor,” Latricia said with a syrupy sweetness that did not sound at all right coming from her mouth and came nowhere close to reaching her eyes.
Jordan slumped down in a chair by the door and tried to act like he was simply taking a nap with his hat pulled down low. It was only a handful of seconds before Latricia was trying to casually get Catie to recount elements of her story once again.
If you people have this big of a trust issue going on…there has to be a reason, Catie thought as she did her best to not sound annoyed while she answered and re-answered the same questions as before that were only slightly re-worded.
At last, the door opened and a man came in. He looked like any doctor Catie had ever seen, all the way down to the scrubs and the stethoscope around his neck.
“I understand we have a new patient,” the man said with a smile that was even less convincing than Latricia’s.
“Just a little bit of a knife wound,” Catie said with a meek smile that she hoped did not look as fake as the smiles she was getting from these people.
“Catie was with a group that got attacked by raiders,” Latricia said to the doctor. 
“Some nasty sorts wandering the wasteland,” the doctor commiserated. “And folks thought that the South Side of Chicago was a rough neighborhood before.”
Latricia and the doctor chuckled at the comment and Catie joined in despite not having a clue as to what these people found so funny.
The doctor set his little black case on the table and turned his full attention to Catie. “I need you to get out of your top so I can get a look.”
“Excuse me?” Catie said, taking a step back from the doctor.
“I can’t very well treat your wound with your shirt on…?” His sentence ended on a upwards lilt that indicated a question; it took Catie a few seconds to realize that he was asking her name.
“Catie.”
“Very well, Catie. If I am going to clean up and treat that injury, I need you to remove your shirt.”
Catie started to unbutton the first button and then froze. She cast a hard look over at Jordan who was now peeking out from under the brim of his ball cap.
“Jordan…wait outside,” Latricia said once she followed Catie’s gaze and realized the reason behind her reluctance.
The man gave an indignant groan and got to his feet. He opened the door, but turned and shot Catie a sly wink as he left. Yes, she thought as she resumed unbuttoning her shirt, he was tops on her list of people to kill. 
The doctor swooped in with gauze and a bottle of iodine solution that he used to clean the area of the wound. He took a good look and whistled his appreciation.
“Lucky you…this baby looks pretty clean as far as wounds go, and good field stitching, Latricia.” The woman made an embarrassed sound and smiled for real at the praise. “Little bit more to the left and it might have nicked the collar bone,” he said as he bandaged the injury with clean gauze.
Catie sat quietly as the doctor did his job. Latricia had moved over to the seat by the door and was trying to act casual. That put Catie’s senses on high alert.
“Okay, just a little blood draw and we will be done,” the doctor said with a casual smoothness.
“Blood draw?” Catie asked, trying to sound curious rather than confrontational. Nobody required a blood draw after being stitched up…any idiot knew that.
“Just want to be sure there is no infection…nasty germs out there these days. If you test for anything, we can send you on your way with a few antibiotics…not much, because our supply is limited, but I can at least tell you what you may want to be on the lookout for if you do a little scavenging. You’d be surprised at how much antibiotic medication is sitting unused in people’s medicine cabinets.” The doctor pulled out a syringe and a pair of tubes for the blood.
Catie noticed the tension appear around the doctor’s eyes. She also caught a glimpse of another hypodermic rig that had something in it. Latricia had suddenly found something interesting to check out in a nearby cabinet, and Catie was certain that she spied a shadow move just outside the closed door where she had no doubt Jordan Cranston stood at the ready should she offer any resistance.
“Makes sense to me,” Catie said with a laugh; she was proud of in how genuine it sounded.
The doctor’s shoulders slumped noticeably as the tension left them, and Catie had to suppress a laugh at just how bad he was at trying to pretend this was all perfectly normal.
Catie watched as the doctor swabbed her arm just below where he had tied off the rubber band. She was not squeamish around needles; even as a child she had insisted on watching as the needle punctured her skin. For some inexplicable reason, it fascinated her.
She watched her blood squirt in small jets as it filled first the one tube and then the other. When it was done, she received another swab of alcohol and a Band-Aid slapped over a cotton ball. She mused at how oddly normal this all seemed; just like a normal trip to a normal doctor.
“Shouldn’t take long and we will have you on your way.” The doctor closed up his bag and exited. 
He was barely out the door before Jordan entered to rejoin them as Catie finished buttoning the top few buttons of her shirt. Again, Catie saw something pass in the looks that Latricia and Jordan gave each other.
“Of course you are welcome to stay for the day and head out in the morning if you like,” Latricia finally broke the growing and tense silence.
“I really should get out and look for any of my group.”
“So…” Jordan hopped up on a counter and pulled out a knife, using the tip to carve out whatever he could from under his nails, “…you never really said where you and your group was headed.”
“South—” Catie stopped before another word came out of her mouth. If Kevin, Heather, or any one of the others had said where they were headed, it would seem odd if she gave the same locale. “Figure the warm climate might be easier come next winter,” she finished, hoping that her ruse was successful.
“Never much cared for the South,” Jordan said with a grimace. “Folks down there still a bit too hung up on the whole racial thing.” Latricia gave a sound of agreement.
“Yeah…well I don’t imagine that is the top concern these days,” Catie quipped.
“No?” Jordan said with a raised eyebrow. “You think that with the end of civilized society there might be any reason some of those racist bastards might not be out hangin’ brothers just because they can?”
“No, they probably are. I imagine a lot of people are taking advantage of this situation…true natures showing up and exposing people for what they really are in a twisted Lord of the Flies sort of way,” Catie replied, making sure to keep her focus on the eyes of both her so-called escorts. “Some folks say this has brought out the worst in humanity…I think it has simply shown people for what they are deep down.”
“Oh yeah?” Jordan challenged. “And what might that be?”
“Monsters.” Catie shrugged her shoulders and noticed that, of the two, only Latricia winced. “Deep down, we have always been about survive and conquer…survival of the fittest…and most ruthless. Good people are a rarity these days.”
“What’s that say about you?” Jordan continued to press.
Catie was silent, but she gave a smile to the man trying to push her buttons that caused him to take an involuntary step back. She used that moment to take a step closer to the man and was actually surprised when he took a second step back.
“I’ve done what I had to do to stay alive,” Catie finally said in a whisper. “I have discovered that there is a whole world outside of protective barriers that will eat you up and spit you out. I have discovered…” Catie paused and shook her head as a realization hit. “I have discovered that you need others to make surviving this whole nightmare worth the time and constant energy. Not just people above and below you in some chain of command. No…you need friends that you care about and that care about you. Otherwise, you are not really any different than those things walking around out there.”
Jordan recovered and suddenly seemed to realize that he had taken a couple of steps back from this woman about half his size. Standing up straight and throwing his chest out, he took a step forward and stared down at Catie with a leer.
“I discovered that maybe it was time for a change…maybe it was time that the people everybody ignored got their chance to make this a better world.” Jordan continued to stare down at Catie who refused to back down or flinch.
“What did you do for a living before all of this?” Catie asked out of the blue. When the man did not answer, Catie repeated the question.
“What’s that got to do with anything?” Jordan finally said with a dismissive wave as he walked over and flopped down in the chair by the door.
Catie glanced over to see that Latricia had perked up at the question. Not only that, but there was something in her eyes that looked an awful lot like sadness. Something in what was being said had made the woman think; about what, Catie had no idea, but it was obviously unpleasant.
“Just curious.” Catie turned her full attention back to Jordan.
“I worked here at the college.”
“You were a professor?” Catie asked. The look in his eyes gave him away. When he remained silent, Catie decided to press the issue. “Janitor?”
“Why a janitor? Is that because I’m black, so obviously I must have been the janitor here?” Jordan snarled.
“I asked first if you were a professor,” Catie reminded.
“Ain’t none of your damn business what I was, and it don’t matter now anyways.” With that, Jordan pushed up from his chair. “Now, you’ve seen the doc. We got a room you can stay in ‘til he gets back with your test results.”
Latricia and Jordan escorted her down the hall and out to another building. Once again, Catie was scanning and coming up empty. How could a place with so many people seem so deserted? She was now certain that something was going on here.
The room turned out to be an office that had obviously belonged to a cluster of math teachers based on the books still on the shelves that were on the wall. At least all the desks and other furniture had been removed. 
A row of cots against one wall each had a single pillow and blanket. At least there was a window (which Catie noticed immediately was covered on the outside with some sort of heavy duty metal mesh). She could see outside, but the view consisted of nothing more than the wall of another building about ten feet away and the dirt path between them.
“Wait!” Catie turned as Latricia and Jordan started to leave. “Am I a prisoner here?”
“You have your weapons, everything you came with. It’s just that we don’t really know you. Surely you cannot expect us to simply allow you free run of our compound,” Latricia said matter-of-factly. “The doctor will have everything ready for you in the morning. If I don’t see you then, best of luck to you.”
Catie looked around the room and then back to the pair standing in the doorway. “But you said something about a meal? And what about if I have to use the bathroom?”
“Back behind that partition is a bucket…and we will have a plate brought to you. Just like room service,” Jordan said over Latricia’s shoulder. Catie saw something in the man’s expression that had her deciding that, no matter how tempting it would doubtlessly look and smell, she would not be eating the meal.
And then the door closed leaving her in the gloom of the day’s fading light that trickled through the window. Sure enough, about an hour later, a pair of men arrived with an actual cafeteria tray that was heaped with some sort of hot vegetable stew over rice and a big slice of fresh bread.
Giving the stew a longing look, she picked up the bread and inspected it. She doubted they could bake knockout drugs into a loaf of bread, so she decided to allow herself the one luxury.
Biting into the chunk of warm, crusty bread, Catie could not help but allow a soft sigh of pleasure escape her lips. She savored each bite, allowing it to almost melt on her tongue.
When she finished, she went over to the shelf on the wall where rows of bottled water sat neatly under a sign that read: Please, take one, but save the rest for the next person.
After inspecting the bottle’s seal and giving it a good wipe down and then squeeze to ensure to the best of her ability that nothing had been injected into it, Catie took a drink.
It was seldom that she enjoyed the luxury of drinking water that was not rain water or something filtered through a carbon insert. While it did not compare to the piece of bread, it was still very good.
After dumping the rest of her meal into the toilet bucket, Catie climbed into bed and decided to take advantage of the chance to get some rest. She knew herself well enough to know that she would not sleep through somebody entering the room; her senses were far too aware for that to be a likelihood.
As she drifted off to sleep, she almost felt guilty about Aleah and Rose out there having to fend for themselves. Still, this was the calm before the storm; she had a feeling it would be a rough next couple of days.
 
 
 



 
5
 
Battle
 
“I think you all need to hear what Mister Perry has to say,” Carol huffed, her hands on her knees as she fought to catch her breath. 
I glanced over at Mister Perry. He looked like the stereotype of a high school science teacher. He was tall and skinny and an unhealthy looking pasty white that made his obvious nervous perspiration look like a greasy coating. He wore some of the thickest glasses that a nose could support, and his hair was slicked down on his head in probably the dorkiest hairstyle I’d ever seen in my life. He had huge eyes that were magnified to cartoonish proportions due to his thick lenses.
It was very apparent that Mister Perry was not comfortable with all of the attention suddenly directed his way. He fidgeted and started wringing his hands and had to almost be physically dragged into the living room where everybody sat. Graham was looking at Carol with a raised eyebrow, but she tilted her head towards Mister Perry and gave a curt nod.
“He smells funny,” Thalia whispered loud enough for everybody in the room—Mister Perry included—to hear.
Somebody shushed her, but I don’t think the man was paying any attention. He looked…scared.
“Mister Haynes did not do anything wrong,” Mister Perry blurted so quickly that the words all ran together.
“Tell them what you told me, Gerald,” Carol urged with a softness in her voice that actually seemed to put the man at ease.
After a loud gulp, Gerald Perry began to recount the events of the run. For the first part of his story, I was nodding along. It was almost my account word for word. He even mentioned how it seemed like I was being ignored or frozen out by the group. When he got to the part about the child zombies, I could tell that he was visibly shaken by what had happened. I was also surprised to discover that he and a few others on the team had witnessed exactly what had gone down with me and Frank.
“After Mister Haynes vanished into the building, Jessie called everybody back and said that we were aborting the mission. She said that there was no point in making this run, and that we should use the current distraction to assist in our escape.”
Great, I thought. I did not like the idea of being referred to as “the current distraction.”
“The only problem was that a few of the others balked at just leaving Frank to possibly turn.”
This was getting better by the second.
“Things got a bit heated and there were even a few weapons drawn. Sheldon and I sort of guided the other guys from the engineering team back just in case it got violent. Fortunately, Jessie backed down. She and Joshua agreed to put Frank down if there was enough left that might come back and to at least check on Mister Haynes.”
“Excuse me,” Dr. Zahn interrupted, “but we pretty much know this already. Do you have anything that would be considered useful?”
Leave it to the doc to get to the point.
“Actually…” Carol Wills spoke up, shooting a bit of a nasty glare Dr. Zahn’s direction as she spoke, “he does. Go ahead and tell them, Mister Perry.”
“The night before we made the attempted run on the Güstav-ödeen warehouse, I was having trouble sleeping.” Mister Perry blushed and looked around with a sheepish expression plastered on his face. “I don’t do well outdoors…never was much of a camper and the ground was so uncomfortable, I think I was sleeping on every sharp rock in the area. But anyways, I got up in the middle of the night to use the restroom. I found some nearby brush and was going about my business when I heard voices. They were whispering, but not very well if keeping quiet was their goal. I heard Jessie, Joshua and three voices that I did not recognize in a very heated conversation.
“Jessie was telling somebody that she would only be able to keep our teams out of this place for a few more weeks at best. She said that Graham was becoming insistent, and that she felt he would mobilize a much larger force to make another trip if this one failed. At some point, Joshua suggested that these strangers that they were talking to bring in one of their herds. He said that they would need to lose a few people to give their story some weight when they returned to La Grande. He also said that they could blame the losses on Mister Haynes. They were still talking, but I did not want to get caught, so I slipped back to my bed.”
“And you didn’t think to say anything to…I don’t know…ME!” I snapped, jumping to my feet and wanting nothing more than to smash this geek right smack dab in the mouth.
“I was…” Mister Perry looked to be on the verge of tears. “I was scared.” 
“Lot of good that would have done if—” I shut my mouth so hard that my teeth clacked. I was not going to give up BP, Grady or his group. 
I noticed Dr. Zahn’s sideways glance; it was really only a flick of her eyes, but I could tell that she was wondering what I might reveal if I started blabbing. I had never been a good actor, and my mom knew if I was lying before the words had finished spewing out of my mouth. I took a deep breath and tried to pretend that I was attempting to get my anger back under control.
“A lot of good that would do if I had ended up being ripped to shreds by that zombie herd. As many as there were, at least there would not have been enough of me to come back.” I saw the slightest of nods from Dr. Zahn.
“I think we have heard enough for you to know that William was at no fault,” Dr. Zahn said as she turned all of her attention to Graham. “I suggest that you assemble your council, or whatever you call it here, and decide how to deal with your people.”
“I-I-I am—” Graham started, but the doc was done listening.
“Please, show yourselves out.” Melissa had gotten up and moved over to open the door.
“This is just—” Graham was still trying to apologize or plead his case, but nobody in this room cared to hear it.
“Go away, you bad man!” Thalia said with a stomp of one tiny foot and her arms crossing her chest. It would have been cute and comical if I had not suddenly remembered the day that she had me step back so that she could kill the zombie version of her dog. That serious look on her face was in no way meant to be cute or comical; she was as serious as a heart attack.
Graham, Carol, and Mister Perry all left. Sunshine stood at the window to ensure that nobody else was coming; at least that was what I had to assume she was doing. After a minute or so, she turned back to face everybody.
“They left, but Graham said something to his little goon patrol and two of them are still hanging around,” she reported.
“They can do what they want,” Dr. Zahn said with a shrug. “Tonight I will meet up with this person from Grady’s group. Perhaps we need to be packed and ready to leave.”
I heard and saw the disappointment on pretty much every face. I know that I was sick of scraping and struggling and hoping to God that some larger group did not come and either raid us, take us prisoner, or just plain wipe us out. Here in La Grande, I had almost believed that we would be able to settle down and start in on the business of trying to get some sort of normal life going; or at least as much as a person could in the middle of the zombie apocalypse.
 
***
 
“You think we will have to leave?” Katrina asked as we lay on the bed. I was staring up at the ceiling while she lay snuggled in close, running one index finger over my chest in some looping pattern.
“I think it is a big possibility,” I said with more sadness in my voice than I wanted her to hear.
“We could go back to that camp you guys had set up.”
I had given that some serious consideration. I still did not really understand why we had left that place to begin with. After all, we had worked hard to make it defensible. Sure, we were at risk if a large band of raiders came through, but that would be the case no matter where we called home. 
However, there was something to be said about making La Grande our home, but I was not sure that we were all that welcome. Despite my name basically being cleared of what had been reported, it seemed like I was being watched by Graham’s security force. The trio that had posted up just down the street was still there the last time that I looked.
“I bet we could pull in a few stragglers. And you said that Grady has a nice, small group,” Katrina said around a big yawn.
And that was another thing bouncing around in my head. What was the deal with Grady? He seemed like a nice enough guy, but he was pretty skittish when it came to letting people know about his existence. And Dr. Zahn obviously wanted him and his people kept a secret.
Too damn many secrets, I thought with annoyance. Maybe it is my youthful inexperience, or perhaps I am just stupid, but all of this secrecy seems senseless.
I was just dozing off when the door opened. Dr. Zahn stepped in with Sunshine in tow. I realize that privacy is almost extinct, but for crying out loud, the door was shut!
“Get up and get dressed, William,” Dr. Zahn whispered.
“Why?” Hadn’t I done more than my share the past few days? And what does a guy have to do to merit some rest around here?
“And bring Katrina,” Sunshine added as the doctor exited.
“Umm…” but I was talking to the back side of a shut door.
I woke Katrina. She was just as puzzled as I was as to what this could be about. I picked up my clothes, not at all happy about putting on the smelly gear. Funny, but back when I was playing high school football, I had become accustomed to a certain degree of funk. It used to make my mom crazy. But the stink from my field gear with its flecks and bits of zombie had a stench that was beyond anything I had ever smelled in my life. 
I slung my M4 over my shoulder and opened the door once Katrina was finished getting dressed. Dr. Zahn and Sunshine were whispering something and looked pretty grim. Whatever this was, it was bad.
“So what gives?” I asked in a whisper. I didn’t really know why I was whispering since we were inside our own house, but it felt like the thing to do.
“My watch was cancelled,” Sunshine said with a snarl. “I have been told to take a few days off.”
“Did they say why?” I asked.
“They did, but it was just a load of malarkey. The watch captain said that there were still a few things in my training packet that I needed to cover before he could put me in a tower.”
“So what do we do?” Katrina asked in her normal voice which seemed incredibly loud and scared the beejeezus out of me.
“After we scrape William off the ceiling, the four of us are slipping out to meet up with this Paisano person,” Dr. Zahn said with a bemused smirk on her face. “We will see what he has to say to me, and then we will make our decision as to how to handle things. We won’t be sharing this with Darla until we have a concrete decision made.”
Great…more secrets, I moaned inwardly.
“Melissa has opted to stay here with Thalia, Rabia, Levent and the baby. She said that she understood our choice, and if we did leave, she would be sad to see us go, but she believed that the baby would be safer here.”
I had to say that I felt just a little ashamed at the sense of relief that hit me when the doc said Melissa and the baby would not be joining us if we decided to leave La Grande. My only regret would be leaving Thalia behind. I could not explain it, but I felt a real affinity for that girl. Maybe it had something to do with that moment that we shared when she put Buster down.
“Do you think it is wise to tell Darla at all?” Katrina asked. I felt her grip on my arm tighten a little as she spoke.
“The young lady is an asset, and I believe that she wishes to remain with us. If she decides that is what she wants to do, then we will allow her to do so.”
“Damn right you will,” a voice came from a dark corner at the end of the hallway. A shadow pulled away from the wall and came our direction.
“Darla,” Dr. Zahn said with a stoical tone, “I believe that I asked you to keep watch from the roof.”
“I was, and that is why I am here now. I thought you all might like to know that a small team of about a half dozen just left the compound. They are probably off to check out the blazing fire that started up about ten minutes ago just to the south of Tower Ten.”
“That was the tower that I was supposed to be at when I had my watch this evening,” Sunshine said.
“Then I say we go now. The focus is obviously going to be on that fire for a spell. If anybody tries to stop us, we give them the choice to step aside. If they insist on stopping us, then we take the necessary actions.” There was a tightness in the doc’s voice that made it clear she was not above taking a few lives if it came down to such things. Dr. Zahn was obviously ready for whatever might be ahead. 
I had to give her credit, for an older lady, she was pretty damn tough. Honestly, I hoped it did not come down to us having to fight our way out of here. I was really crossing my fingers that we would have a few things go our way.
Heading down the stairs, I heard at least two weapons have their safeties clicked off. The coppery taste of adrenaline was filling my mouth, and the fatigue that I had felt only moments before was erased. I knew it was only temporary, and that I was going to be exhausted when the effects ebbed, but I welcomed it for the moment.
My hand had just touched the doorknob when I heard voices from right on the other side. I let go like it was molten metal and stepped back. I felt more than heard everybody behind me bringing their weapons up. I barely had time to wonder where Dr. Zahn had come up with that cannon of a rifle she had shoved against her shoulder before the knob turned slowly.
“…when you wake them, I don’t want any trouble,” a voice that I recognized as Graham’s came in a hushed whisper as the door began to swing open slowly.
“Too late,” I said in my normal tone. The need for any more whispering was gone now.
Even in the dark, there was enough ambient light to see Graham’s eyes go wide as he turned his head forward and discovered he was looking down the barrels of three rifles and two handguns. He froze, but the people behind him were still playing visual catch up and plowed into his back, sending him stumbling another step closer.
“Everybody freeze!” I barked. It was time to try and take control of this situation before it turned nasty.
“Whoa! Whoa!” Graham was sputtering. 
I reached out and grabbed him by the arm, yanking him in hard and flinging him to the floor at my feet. His crew was not very good, and I noticed that they all stood there with open mouths and idiotic expressions of surprise on their faces. These people would not last one day outside the walls of this compound, I decided.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Graham was pleading.
“Which is why you were sneaking into our house fully armed?” Katrina said with a bit of a kick to Graham’s ribs. It wasn’t hard, just with enough force to cause him to cough a bit.
“Actually,” one of the people who had come with Graham spoke up, “we came to check on you all and make sure that nobody had been harmed.”
“And why would you need to do that?” I was just a little surprised to hear Darla pipe in. She sounded as angry and indignant as the rest of us.
“A group of individuals snuck in about an hour ago, best we can tell. They killed at least one of our tower watches. We think they deliberately set fire to an old farmhouse to distract us. Sadly…it worked,” Graham said from where he lay on the floor at our feet.
“Still not sure why you are here,” I snarled, giving him a none-too-gentle nudge with the toe of my boot.
“I was afraid that it might be those individuals that Mister Perry had mentioned. Perhaps you were followed.” Graham kept his hands up in a symbol of surrender, but very carefully rolled over onto his back. “So…I know I am not in any position to make demands or requests, but might I ask why the five of you are suited up and obviously preparing for some sort of excursion?”
I glanced at Dr. Zahn, but she was still staring down at Graham. Deciding that I was tired of all the energy that I was expending with the secrecy crap, I told him where we were going. I heard the doc hiss as I mentioned Grady and his people, and I could feel her eyes boring holes into my head as I explained that we were about to slip out to meet Big Paisano.
“How about if we escort you?” Graham asked. Hastily, he added, “Not necessarily all the way, but at least to a point. Then we can set up and wait for your return. There is obviously something going on out there. I would hate it if something happened to any of you.”
I actually believed him. For some reason, I felt like our mistrust in Graham had been a mistake. Maybe he wasn’t one of the bad guys.
“If you are so damn concerned about us and care so much, then why were we put under surveillance? And why was Sunshine taken off the watch?” Dr. Zahn asked. Obviously she had recovered enough from being pissed at me to shift back into her normal mode of being her usual sunny self.
“I left a few guys to see if anybody tried to make a move on your house,” Graham explained. “Obviously somebody either does not like you, or they want to use your people as scapegoats. As for Sunshine being taken off the watch…” His voice trailed off and I was pretty sure that I saw something click in his mind as his expression changed and hardened a little. “I had no knowledge of that and gave no such order.”
“Are you thinking what I am?” one of the people still standing on our front porch asked.
“Yes,” Graham said with a scowl. He looked up at me. “May I stand? I believe we may be about to fall under a full scale attack.”
It could not have been timed any better. An explosion rumbled and there was a sudden flash from somewhere outside. I heard a stifled scream from deep inside the house that I was pretty sure had to be Melissa.
I grabbed Graham and yanked him to his feet, shoving him into his people in one swift move. Without waiting for anybody else, I barreled through the small cluster and made my way down to the sidewalk. Sure enough, to my right—which I was pretty sure had to be north—a dull orange glow could be seen. Seconds later, a second and then a third blast came. On the heels of that third blast, a siren sounded like the old air raid types.
“You all know your places,” Graham said to his people. He turned to me, a look of something in his eyes that I sure hoped was not desperation or fear. If he was the leader, this place needed him to be wired tight. For the first time, I really missed Jon.
“We could use every hand if you and your people are willing.” And with that, Graham turned to jog off into the shadows.
“Well?” I turned back to Dr. Zahn and the others.
“Our plans don’t change,” Dr. Zahn said with a shrug.
“And this attack? Do you plan to just walk through the battle and hope we don’t get sniped by one side or the other?” I asked as distant gunfire came in irregular bursts.
“We have the perfect diversion,” Dr. Zahn explained. “And if this BP person is still waiting, we need to see him now. The people that tried to kill you are in Grady’s custody. We may be able to help the people of La Grande a great deal.”
“If they can hold out against whatever the hell is going on,” I retorted.
“It would be nice if we were able to step in and save the day, but these people have set themselves up for just this sort of event. They have plans in place to deal with this and are now getting the chance to implement them. If this did not happen today, you can be assured that it would have sooner or later.”
Not knowing what else to say or do, I sighed, shrugged, and led the way to Tower Ten where Sunshine was to have had her watch. Something was itching in the back of my mind, and as the tall structure loomed in the distance, I put a hand up to bring everybody to a halt.
“Billy?” I heard Katrina hiss as I ducked low and moved to the base of the tower. I turned just enough to make eye contact with her and hold my hand up to insist that she and the others stay put.
As I reached the ladder, I could already smell it. Death is a messy business. People lose control of their bodies and do some pretty nasty stuff. I remember back before all of this when I used to watch South Park, Cartman used to laugh his head off every time that somebody died and crapped themselves in a loud and nasty fashion. I never gave it much thought back then, however, people do lose bladder and bowel control. It really is not all that funny.
Climbing the ladder, my hand reached for the top rung and I felt something sticky with my gloves. Pulling myself up and swinging the first leg over, I found a man sitting in his chair, a dark circle in the center of his forehead confirming what I had expected; he was dead. The surprise came in the fact that he was not alone.
“Took you long enough,” BP whispered.
“Jeez, man!” I squeaked in probably the most unmasculine way possible. 
The giant had taken a seat on the floor against the wall right beside where I was coming over. His hand caught the cuff of my jeans or else I might have very well tumbled backwards and broken my neck. Maybe later I could allow myself to be impressed at his clever positioning, but at the moment I was a mixture of angry and struggling with just having the crap scared out of me.
“Looks like trouble brewing,” BP rumbled as he climbed to his feet and pulled me the rest of the way in.
“You wouldn’t know anything about this attack, would you?” I asked, sounding much more confrontational than was probably safe considering my position.
“I knew that those two who tried to kill you had something planned, but I sure wasn’t expecting this. And you might be interested to know that this is at least one of the locations where the invaders were allowed access to this place. ” He waved an arm toward the compound where the noises of battle were starting to intensify.
“Dr. Zahn is down below,” I said. “She wants to talk to you.” Without waiting, I turned and gave a short whistle. I saw four shadows scurry to the tower and begin the climb. It was going to be crowded, but we would all fit. I imagine nobody was too anxious to be left behind at the moment.
Darla was the last person over, and we actually had more room than I had expected. I moved aside so that the doc could get to work. BP might be a big man, but I didn’t think he would stand a chance with Dr. Zahn.
“So you are with Grady and his people?” 
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And he has the two people in custody that tried to kill William?”
I tuned out the pair as they spoke. My attention was back on the compound. I could see no less than a dozen fires. The sounds of gunfire were coming from all over. Whatever was happening, this was big, nasty, and obviously well planned. 
“Take me to them,” Dr. Zahn was saying. That snapped me back to the conversation between the doc and BP.
“I can do that,” BP said with a nod. “But just you.” He pointed at Dr. Zahn.
“Hold on!” I snapped.
“We don’t have time for this,” BP cut me off. “I won’t bring all of these strangers to Grady, and you should probably stay here with these folks and look after them until we get back. If I brought you with us, these friends of yours would be in the dark.”
He had a point. I didn’t necessarily like the idea, but Dr. Zahn seemed okay with it. I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell her what to do.
“We will be back as soon as I can, William,” Dr. Zahn said as she followed BP over the lip of the tower. I watched until the two of them vanished into the darkness.
“So what do we do?” Katrina asked.
I turned and faced the three women. Even in the shadows, I could see anxious looks on their faces. They obviously expected me to have some sort of answer. I mulled the choices for a few seconds and made my decision.
“We are heading in to the action,” I announced. 
I saw mouths open, and I knew that the protests would be coming. Raising a hand, I silenced them before they got started.
“Here is the deal,” I said after all three of them crossed their arms across their chests and gave me arched eyebrows. Jeez, what is it with women? “I am sick of running. I am sick of scrambling to survive. I want to find a place and call it home. This seems like the best chance we are going to get. Sure, it looks like a few people are dealing dirty, but we have run into that before. If we help these people make a stand, we will prove not only our worth, but our commitment to this place.”
The women seemed to be looking at me like I had something stuck between my teeth. Then, one by one, they nodded. I did my best to hide my sigh of relief. 
We all climbed back down the ladder and hugged the wall of the closest building. It had been some small insurance dealer’s office, but now it was all boarded up.
When we reached the first intersection, I raised a hand to signal everybody that I wanted them to stop. I knew a little of the field signals from my time with Jon and hoped that all the stuff I was doing with my hands was enough to let them know that I wanted them to stay put while I crept across and got a look around the corner of the street that I wanted us to take.
Three heads nodded, so I figured I was doing pretty well. Slipping away from the building, I ran in a crouch. Reaching the husk of a Plaid Pantry, I pressed myself into the shadows and peeked around the corner. I knew that we were going to have to join in this fight; I just had not expected it to be so soon. Crouched down behind a big Dumpster, I saw five people pointing at places on something spread on the ground that I had to assume was some sort of map.
I pulled back and took a deep breath. My mind raced with the choices I had before me. The brief thought that these people might be on the side that I was taking flashed in my mind. Just as quickly, I tried to dismiss it as my conscience trying to interfere with the terrible things that I knew were ahead of me. Why would they be needing a map? I asked myself. And what would they be doing here, away from the center of the compound where all of the fighting was taking place? Still, I had to be certain before I just unloaded my M4 into these people.
Pressing myself as tight against the wall as I could, I peeked around again and strained to see if I could hear any of their conversation. All I got was a low buzz of indistinguishable talk. I crept closer, one agonizing step at a time. Each shift of gravel under my boot sounded like a thunder clap to my hyper-sensitive hearing. Thankfully I only had to take three steps before I could make out the first person’s words.
“…a park just up this street. That is where we were told that they have a storage shed with stacks of seed for their crops.”
“And the beginnings of their power station is on the other side of that park,” another voice added.
For the briefest of seconds, my mind skimmed my memory for all of the post-apocalyptic stuff that I had seen in movies. Gas, women, weapons. Not once had I watched a movie where the evil raiders were coming for seed to plant in their garden. This zombie apocalypse is not acting at all like it was supposed to, I thought.
Bringing my rifle up, I pressed the stock against my shoulder and brought it to bear on the person at the far left of this cluster as I was facing them. I took in a breath and sent a prayer to whatever entity might be listening.
Please forgive me.
I squeezed the trigger and sent short bursts of death slamming into the five unsuspecting figures. Either the report of the M4 was too loud, or my brain just muted the screams. In either case, I didn’t hear them so much as utter a squeak. Maybe they died without knowing or feeling a thing. That was what I would tell myself.
I lowered the weapon and approached the sprawled figures. Crap, one of them was still moving. My hand went to the pistol that I wore on my hip, but for some reason, I couldn’t release the flap. I was sending the message to my hand, but it was refusing a direct order.
BLAM!
The shot from right beside me made me jump and spin with my rifle up and ready for action. Katrina pushed the barrel of my weapon down and stepped past me to inspect the bodies all lying face down on the ground. She rummaged through pockets and gave them all a good frisking. I had to admire her for it. I would have no trouble searching a zombie, but those had been living people just a moment ago. No matter how bad things became, I vowed to never get comfortable with taking human life.
“Pretty detailed map of the place,” Katrina announced as she stood and moved away from the dead bodies. “It has the storage sites marked, weapons lockers, and even the residences of what I have to assume are the upper echelon of this place. Graham’s house is circled along with five others.”
“One of those is Carol’s,” Darla spoke up, having moved close and peered over Katrina’s shoulder.
“Figures,” I breathed. Granny Rambo was definitely somebody that I would want to neutralize if I were taking this place down.
“Let’s get moving!” Sunshine urged. I glanced at her and saw that she was just as uneasy around the dead bodies as me.
We slipped down an alley that took us between the fenced yards of several houses. I passed an old basketball hoop that had been knocked over. If Joseph were here, he would be making a note of that and dragging it back to our house when this was all done; provided we survived the night that is.
A staccato burst of gunfire came from just ahead and I saw two men turn into our alley at a dead run. They were firing over their shoulders and didn’t know we were there. With no time to make any sort of identification, I did the only thing that I could think of; I clotheslined the first and dropped my shoulder into the second, sending him sprawling on his side. Both men lost their weapons and were momentarily stunned. Before they could recover, they were staring down the barrels of our assorted firearms. 
Seconds later, several figures rounded the same corner. They were skidding to a halt, but we were now in a similar state as our supposed captives. 
“Lower your weapons!” Graham’s familiar voice called. He stepped out of the cluster and approached.
“I take it these are the bad guys?” I asked, nodding my head to the pair still on the ground with hands up in surrender.
“Yep, and now they are officially prisoners,” Graham replied, motioning for a few of his people to come forward and secure the two men. He scanned us and his face clouded. “Did something happen to Dr. Zahn?” The concern in his voice was very real.
“She is fine,” Sunshine said as she stepped forward and took a spot beside me. “How bad is this attack?”
“We’ have been hit before, but nothing like this,” Graham admitted. “They seem to know where everything is. If I would have been in my home instead of yours, I would not be standing here. They blew it and a few others to bits.”
“Was Carol’s one of them?” I asked. Now it was my turn to show my genuine concern.
“Yes,” Graham said slowly, caution oozing back into his voice. “How did you know?”
“This.” Sunshine thrust the hand-drawn map at the man. “They have some pretty detailed targets marked.”
“Where did you find this?” For some reason, Graham was suddenly sounding like he was interrogating us, like he suspected our involvement.
“We lifted it from a group that I gunned down.” It might have come off sounding flippant, but that certainly did not match how I felt about the whole situation.
“Where?” Graham obviously was not one hundred percent convinced; at least that was how it came across when he sent two of his little patrol back to where we told them that the bodies would be found. 
Seconds later, we heard a gunshot from that very same direction. The sounds of weapons coming up and being brought to bear came in a flash. I tilted my head and glared at Graham.
“Seriously?” I snapped. “Are we going to keep playing this game until we actually end up shooting each other?”
The man never got a chance to respond as his two people came jogging back. “One of them must have been an immune. Just as we found them, the son of a bitch was starting to sit up.”
I mentally slapped my forehead. These days, it was standard practice to put a bullet in the head of somebody who died. You could not be sure if they were exposed to whatever it was that turned folks into zombies. 
“Listen,” Graham sighed, signaling for his people to lower their weapons once again, “we have been on shaky ground. I think it is time that we start trusting each other. You are absolutely right about the whole drawing down on each other thing. It is starting to get a little bit old.” He thrust a hand out and it actually took me a few seconds to recognize the gesture for what it was. “Welcome to La Grande.”
“We should probably save this for later when this attack is repelled,” a voice said from behind me that made everybody jump. I swear, if I survive the night without a damn heart attack, it will be a freakin’ miracle.
“Dr. Zahn!” Sunshine yelped.
It was the good doctor, but she was not alone. She had a small army in her wake. I recognized BP and Grady. There were a few faces that might have been in the room where I woke up, but I could not be sure. However, there were at least twenty more people in that crowd that I was certain I had never seen before.
For some reason that I can’t explain, I suddenly felt like the night was ours. I remembered a lot of lectures from Jon about being overconfident. He would have loved my old high school football coach who preached that the game was not over until the final second ticked off the clock. Still, something felt really good about the situation I now found myself in. At least it did until BP opened his big mouth.
“So what’s the plan, Billy?” he asked. All eyes shifted my direction. They did know that I was easily the youngest person in the group, didn’t they?
My gaze swept over the entire group, and I felt all that confidence that I’d just been so full of try to leak down my leg. I tensed my body as if suddenly constricting my muscles would matter.
“Give me that map,” I finally said in the loudest whisper that I dared. I felt it thrust into my hand and I turned and spread it out on the wall of the building that we were beside. I felt the group crowd in and somebody brought up a glow-stick without even being asked.
“It looks like whoever is behind this knew who they were targeting and where to strike.” I pointed to some of the places circled on the map. “They hit houses where some of this compound’s leadership were known to reside. In addition, they were also going for the weapons storage and power center.”
“It also looks like they were going after the hospital,” Dr. Zahn added, her finger stabbing a location on the map. Damn, I didn’t know this place had an actual hospital up and running.
Looking at the map, I made up my mind. “And that is where we will go.”
“Not the weapons storage locations?” I heard a male voice ask with a hint of dubious concern in his voice.
“These folks have a contingency plan in place that is up and running, isn’t that right, Graham?” The man might have nodded, but I already had my head of steam going and kept talking without his response. “They will have plenty of firepower in position at places like that. I am willing to bet that they did not think the hospital would be a location that needed defending. If these people gain the hospital, they have something to bargain with.” I turned to face my group. Some of them had blank stares, and I remembered that not everybody learned under the tutelage of Jon, Jesus, and even Jake. I was talking about Invasion Tactics 101. 
“Hostages,” Graham breathed.
 
***
 
My group consisted of Sunshine, Katrina, and four individuals from Grady’s group. I was still feeling pretty good about my last big order before our group had divided and headed to their respective locations. I had sent Grady, Dr. Zahn, and three armed guards back to our house. The doc shot daggers from her eyes when I made that call, but I would be damned if I would risk somebody so valuable. To her credit, she went without a verbal argument. That did not mean I was not expecting the tongue lashing of my life to come once this was all over.
We were just across the street from what had once been a Walmart Superstore. They had converted it to their own medical facility because it had a massive pharmacy on the premises. I pressed against an RV that was resting on four flat tires. From here, we had a lot of open ground to cover.
“Everybody try to hug any shadow you can find,” I said. “Once we get to the parking lot, we gather over by that light post with the bushes around it. Even from here I could tell that was not going to offer much cover, but it was the best we had. “Any questions?” I was really glad when nobody raised a hand or spoke up. I am pretty sure I had no answers to give.
Staying in a low crouch, I was the first to make the dash. My heart was in the back of my throat and my mouth was absolutely dry. When I came to a stop at the light post, I was in the perfect position to see in the big entry doors. It was dark, but there were a few interior lights putting off enough brightness to offer a dull glow from the windows.
“This should work in our favor,” I whispered once everybody had reached our final checkpoint.
“How so?” an unfamiliar voice asked. I could tell it wasn’t a challenge to my statement, but simply an honest inquiry.
“If any of these raiders are inside, even the little bit of light that is in there will have blown their night vision,” I answered. “Now we wait for the signal.”
BP and his group were supposed to come from the opposite side and take up positions at the loading docks. Darla was with another group—the largest of the three—that was tasked with reaching the roof. They would search for an entry and then split into two groups. One would make their way in and the other would create a diversion on the far side of the store; to the right as I faced it; that would be the farthest from any of our incursion teams.
We didn’t have to wait long. A lone flare was fired, and a moment later, there was the sound of gunfire to the right of the enormous Walmart.
“Move!” I barked. 
As one, my group rose to a crouch and began the final charge that would get us to the doors. I kept waiting for the bullets that would come and shred our team. We reached the doors and, since I was in the lead, I yanked them open and ushered everybody inside.
The dull yellow glow from deep within the cavernous space gave us enough light to see the two dead bodies on the floor right where the checkout aisles sat; the black pool of where their blood had spread across the tile already hosting a few flies that were buzzing around.
I moved into the closest aisle and ducked low to use it as cover. My group followed my lead until we had all taken up a position that would allow each of us a look down the length of one small part of the converted store. From my vantage, I could actually see the length of two very long and empty aisles that still bore signs for low prices on items that had long since been scooped up by looters or the residents of this compound.
“Movement!” a voice hissed. I could not tell who it was, but my head immediately turned to the left in search of the source. I saw one of the people that had arrived with Dr. Zahn. He was pointing to his eyes and then towards the aisle that he was positioned to look down.
I gave a nod and moved to the end of my checkout corral. I paused and blinked my eyes. On the floor, shoved just far enough under the now empty bins that once brimmed with all the stuff that children wanted and adults were forced to buy to shut them up was the foil wrapper of a York Peppermint Patty. Without pausing, I grabbed it and dropped it into the pouch at my hip as I moved past.
Reaching the end of my cover, I looked to see everybody had moved to the end of his or her aisle. I held up my hand to signal that they stay put before I duck walked across the open space and tried to meld into the end of the end cap. I had to cross three open aisles to reach the one that had been indicated. Peering around the corner, I ensured the coast was clear before I scurried across. After two more repeats, I was in position. 
Looking down, I saw a shadow moving at the far end of the long, free-of-anyplace-to-hide aisle. At first glance, I could tell that the person had his or her back to me. The individual seemed to be shifting nervously from one foot to another. I pointed to the guy who had made the initial sighting and signaled for him to take the next aisle over. With a few hand gestures that I hoped to God everybody else understood, I signaled for the rest of the team to stay put. I would want my ass covered if I had to make a hasty exit.
The man moved across the aisle from me and pulled what looked like a fancy slingshot from his belt. To each his own, I thought.
“Move as fast as you can while staying quiet.” I mouthed the words with as little volume as I could manage. He nodded, and we both started down our respective aisles.
I’d been to Walmart with my mom a few times, but this place was enormous; only made to seem larger by how empty it was. It looked like my target was a mile away, but I knew that was just my brain playing tricks.
At the first intersection, I discovered another body. This one was wearing sweats and had a card on a lanyard still around her neck. I pulled it loose as I moved past and shoved it into my shirt, feeling the cool plastic slide down my body until sweat caused it to stick in place.
I was halfway there and really starting to heat up. Sweat was dripping into my eyes, and I fought to keep my breathing as quiet as possible so the person would not turn around. By now, I could hear soft voices speaking.
“…supposed to do anything but secure this place, Jerry,” my target was urging.
“Yeah, well that punk tried to stab me,” a voice snarled. I heard something rip, along with a muffled groan of pain.
Screw this, I thought. I came up to a three-quarters crouch and pulled my belt knife free with barely a whisper of steel on leather. I covered the last several steps on my toes and at a pace that I am amazed did not give me away. 
My squeamishness about killing a living person was consumed by the anger and adrenaline coursing through me at the moment. I hit the unsuspecting person in the back; one hand snaked around to cover the mouth as my other hand drove the blade of my knife into where I imagined the kidneys to be located. I let the body fall off my blade and brought my gaze up to the person I had not yet been able to see.
He was a man in his forties or fifties with the weathered face of a chain-smoker who spent too much time in the sun. The deep wrinkles were scars of black in the scarce light. With one step, I moved in and shoved my blade into his eye socket. Something hot splashed the side of my face.
I was in the entrance of what was probably a single ward of this makeshift hospital. A very small part of my mind was registering the details, like the fact that this had once been the electronics section of the store. The man I’d just killed had been holding a roll of silver duct tape in one hand, his booted foot slid from the middle of the chest of a boy that was sprawled on the ground beside the dead body of a woman whose throat had been slit. A few strips of the tape had been slapped over the boy’s mouth.
What my eyes saw, and what fed my growing fury was that this area of the store now housed sick or injured children. A dozen smaller beds were in a neat row, and I could see terrified faces peering at me. Each of the children had been strapped down and their mouths taped shut like the young boy on the floor. Two figures were standing in their midst with long swords in their hands.
One of them snapped out of the surprise generated by my sudden and violent arrival. The person fumbled impotently for a holstered pistol, but I was faster and already had a weapon in hand. I plunged my blade in and up just below the ribcage. Blood came in a dark gout from his mouth, and he made a weak, mewling squeak. I shoved him aside, spun to face the second person, and felt myself stumble and come to an awkward halt.
It was a woman. She had a long, slender blade out before her and was moving with a catlike grace as she came for me. All my rage and anger seemed to have simply vanished. My mind was screaming that this woman was going to kill me. She was like some beautiful but highly lethal flower. Her eyes were locked on me and I saw my death in them. The fact that I’d just killed three of her companions meant nothing. They were men. Sure, Katrina would probably smack me up side my head and call me a pig, but I could not help it.
A dark smudge suddenly appeared in the center of the woman’s forehead. She slumped to the ground in a lifeless heap. I took brief comfort in the idea that she probably never even knew what had happened. I glanced over my shoulder to see the guy who had come with me stepping out from his aisle. He still had his funky slingshot in his hand.
“Damn,” I breathed. “That baby packs some heat.”
“Good for relatively close range,” he said with a smile.
“What the hell do you use as ammo?” I could not help my curiosity.
“Ball bearings when I can find them.”
I leaned down and offered the young boy on the floor my hand. He scrunched into a ball and shied away from me as he stared up with wide and obviously terrified eyes.
“Jeez, Billy,” my cohort with the slingshot said as he elbowed past and knelt down beside the scared young man.
I stepped back and scowled. I turned to look at the other kids still secured in their beds and saw similar expressions in all their faces. How could they not know that I was the good guy? I had just saved their asses.
A scream from deeper in the huge store pulled me from my thoughts. I turned and waved my arm above my head for the group to join me. Turning to the guy with the slingshot who was carefully removing the tape from the young man’s mouth, I said, “You go ahead and cut everybody loose. Keep one person here with you to stand guard.”
Just then, the rest of my team arrived. I motioned for Katrina and the guy standing beside her to follow me. I hated not knowing how many raiders might be in here. I hated running around without an actual plan. 
Just ahead I spied a long train of temporary walls. They were the kind I remember from school; they acted as a partition for a section of the room and were on wheels. They also had about a six inch opening at the bottom. I raised my hand to signal a halt and laid down on my belly to try and get some sort of look. I saw three sets of boots moving about what I had to assume was a single row of beds. I also saw a young man lying face down in a pool of blood just a few feet away. His eyes were open and staring, but the dullness gave away the fact that he was very dead.
“Just keep your mouths shut and nobody has to get hurt,” a man was saying.
“You killed Ricky!” an elderly woman snapped. “Why did you have to do that?”
“Please just hush, ma’am,” another voice spoke with cold authority. “The young man…Ricky was it? He drew a gun. What would you have us do?”
“I would have you throw yourselves into a mob of those disgusting groaners, only they would probably get food poisoning,” the elderly woman retorted. I think I just found Dr. Zahn’s long lost sister.
“Tape ‘em up,” the second voice spoke. 
I heard the familiar ripping sound as strips of duct tape were being torn. There were sounds of a struggle and I saw two sets of boots converge on one bed.
“You won’t get aw—” the elderly woman began to protest, but her words were cut off and muffled as, from the sounds of it, at least four strips of tape were applied.
“Please do not make us hurt you,” a third, and much younger sounding voice pleaded.
“Just do your job, Gable,” the second voice ordered. 
At least I had an idea who was in charge. From this position, I had even been able to determine which set of boots belonged to him. He was standing back while the other two were taping the mouths of every patient. 
Getting up to my knees, but keeping my head down so that I could see, I moved as silently as possible to mirror the person that I had determined to be the leader. I motioned Katrina to move the opposite direction. He was pacing back and forth and would actually come close to the opening between a pair of these rolling, false walls.
I moved to the edge of the partition, stood up, and waited for Katrina to get into place. Raising one hand slightly, I held up three fingers and gave the countdown.
Three…
Two…
One.
As quickly as possible, I stepped out from around the partition just as the man turned to resume his pacing in the opposite direction. Once more I lunged in and drove my knife into a man’s back. This time I did not bother to cover his mouth. 
I yanked the blade free and took a step towards the closest target. He looked like he was in his late twenties or early thirties. He also looked like he had not eaten a good meal in about six months. His cheeks were sunken and his face was little more than a thin layer of skin clinging to a skull.
“Just drop your weapon,” I said. I hoped the sudden wash of fatigue that was rolling through me did not show.
The man took a tentative step toward me, but it was the younger kid who spoke. “Just do what he says, Mitch.”
“Shut up, Gable,” the man I now knew as Mitch growled.
“Do what the kid says,” Katrina called from behind both men who were so fixed on me that they had not seen her step into the cordoned space.
Mitch looked over his shoulder and something dark and nasty crossed his face. It was so brief that it might have been my imagination, but considering what I’d seen in the past year, I seriously doubted it. He looked back to me with no expression at all. Extending his arms out to his sides, he opened one hand and let the wicked machete that he was carrying fall to the ground with a noisy clatter.
“Now open your jacket,” I said. Mitch scowled and I knew I hadn’t imagined that. Still, he did as he was asked and revealed a nifty looking shoulder holster with what I was guessing had to be a freaking .44 Magnum. I mean, this gun was straight out of a Dirty Harry movie.
That thought made me wonder what Clint Eastwood looked like as a zombie. And then I started to chuckle.
“What’s so damn funny?” Mitch snapped. Obviously he thought that I was laughing at him.
“Nothing,” I replied through laughter that was actually getting worse the more that I tried to stop.
“Billy?” Katrina called with genuine concern in her voice.
I was verging near hysterics at this point. The laughter was so fierce that I felt like I was going to pass out if I could not get a breath soon. Keeping her eyes on me, Katrina made her way across the room. Through the tears in my eyes, I could see Mitch lower his arms.
Crap, I thought. I tried even harder to stop laughing, but it was useless. By now, everything was a blur as I felt tears flowing down my cheeks. Somehow, I ended up on my knees.
I heard the distinct sound of a gunshot, and people yelling. Unfortunately, I was growing dizzy as I simply could not catch my breath. The more I tried, the worse my laughter became. Then…the room faded.
 
***
 
“Billy?” a voice called from somewhere that was both very close, yet miles away.
I opened my eyes to discover Katrina and the rest of my group gathered around me. Katrina was holding a rag that was crimson. Crap, I must have been shot or stabbed, I thought.
“Hey, big man,” the guy who I had left back with the kids said with an uneasy laugh, “you gonna be okay?”
I sat up, and Katrina moved away just a little to give me some room. My eyes scanned the group as my hands went over my body in search for whatever injury had caused so much bleeding.
“You lookin’ for something?” a voice asked from almost right behind me, causing me to jump. “Whoa! Sorry!” A man stepped out and into my field of view with his hands up. “Just asking a question since you seem to be patting yourself down.”
“Where am I hurt?” I asked. The looks I got in return were a mixture of everything from puzzlement to concern. 
Katrina leaned in close and began inspecting me. “Does it hurt anyplace specific?” Her hands had now joined mine and were patting me down and tugging on places to try and find the wound.
“I gotta be hurt somewhere to be bleeding like that.” I gave a nod to the rag that Katrina was still holding.
It was like I threw a switch. Everybody froze, and then they started laughing. I was the only person who did not find the humor in the moment. Well…with the exception of the kid I recognized as one of the three that we had encountered before I blacked out or whatever the hell happened.
“Billy,” Katrina said with a sniff, “this is what I wiped from your face. You were a crimson mask of horror from whatever you did back there when you took out the guys who were holding those children hostage.”
“You scared the piss out of a few of ‘em…literally,” the man who had been there with me said with a shake of the head. “You killed the second guy and got a good spray of blood across your face. Then, after I took down the girl, you spun on those kids, blade dripping with blood clutched in your hand. Those poor kids thought that the devil himself had come.”
That at least explained the reaction that I had received. I looked around and only saw one of the two would-be hostage takers. He looked like somebody had just taken away his birthday.
“And what the heck happened to him?” I asked.
“When you went kooky, that idiot you were keeping at gunpoint made a move for his gun,” Katrina explained. “The kid over there shot him.”
I glanced over at the young man standing with his wrists zip-tied and cocked my head with the unasked question of why. He met my gaze and blushed.
“BP and his team have the perimeter secured around this place and Darla has snipers on the roof,” a lady that I didn’t recognize reported as she jogged up to us.
That was when I took another look around and realized that I was now in a different part of the store. My guess was that this had been the manager’s office. Hmm, I wondered, how long had I been out?
“Any word about how anybody else is doing?” Katrina asked.
“None yet, but there has been almost no gunfire for the past twenty minutes or so,” the woman answered.
I said a silent prayer that it was because our side had been victorious. Just as I got to my feet, a massive explosion shook the building hard enough to send me back down on my ass. 
As I struggled to my feet once more, I saw several figures backing into the store-turned-medical center. It was easy to recognize BP’s figure as he walked backwards, firing his weapon in short bursts. I took that as my answer.
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Vignettes L
 
Emily-zombie moved in the midst of the small pack. Their numbers had swollen over the past few weeks. Now there were eleven. There had been fifteen, but they had moved towards a source of noise one morning. Having no concept of balance, three of them had fallen from a slick rocky outcrop and ended up in the waters of a swift moving stream that was gorged from the snow melt.
They moved along the water’s edge, occasionally stopping and becoming confused and distracted whenever they reached a set of rapids. The sound thrummed in their heads and urged them to move towards it, but that little spark that urged caution would prevent them from investigating further; especially since no source of warmth could be found in the area of the sound.
On they moved, each night pausing and waiting until the darkness receded. Sometimes they were drawn by sound, other times by a source of heat that would appear, but then vanish. 
When others of their kind, the larger ones that paid them no notice, would pass by, Emily-zombie and her growing pack would sometimes follow. The bigger ones were good at finding those sources of warmth. Even better, they could often bring one down, allowing Emily-zombie and the other zombie children to move in and plunge into the waning warmth before it went cold.
On one such occasion, they were travelling in the midst of over a hundred others. In that time, they added another six to their number. During that period, they could travel at night without that impulse to stop and wait for the bright, warm orb in the sky to rise and pass overhead.
Noise had turned them as a group, and eventually they came upon a cluster of warm figures. Emily and her group melted into the back of the pack as they converged. There was a great increase in noise that begged for Emily-zombie and the others to move forward, but that impulse kept firing and causing them to wait. 
Soon, the sounds became less and Emily-zombie tried to move forward only to find her path blocked by the closely condensed group of larger zombies. Her hand discovered something long and she gripped it without really understanding why. Yet again, there was another flash. 
Raising her hand, she brought it down on the hood of a long-abandoned car to her right. The sound sent pulses through her and caused all of the zombie children gathered around to shift and orient on this new stimulus. She repeated the effort again and again as the larger ones all began to redirect their own attentions on this new sound.
Dropping the object, Emily-zombie moved against the flow of the sea of legs until she came to something on the ground. The warmth was almost gone, but there was a little and she dropped to it and fed.
Looking up, she saw three more sources, none quite as strong as the one that she was feeding from, but enough to draw the zombie-children that had followed. When the last of that warmth faded, Emily-zombie stood. She resumed her trek. 
Once again, she and the others like her were alone. That night, as they stopped in the darkness, a group of nine more zombie children emerged from the shadows of the long structures that surrounded Emily-zombie and her group. Some crawled out from under the trailers, others coming from open doors.
Within three more cycles of darkness, their numbers had grown to over thirty. They arrived on the heels of several sources of warmth. At last, one of those sources faltered, unable to keep up with the rest. Emily-zombie fell on the hobbled deer fawn with no regard for anything except tearing it open. Her mouth closed on the noisy creature and ripped.
A few of the others were able to join in, but more stood in a circle, trying to get closer, but unable to break through the densely packed throng. And again it was done. 
One morning, as the darkness peeled away, Emily-zombie found herself on the fringe of a growing number of houses. There was something here. The intermittent pulse in her mind thrummed and her desire to continue walking evaporated.
A source of warmth appeared before her. All she had to do was reach down and grab it for it to be hers. The warmth moved against her and the sudden pulse came, causing her to pause in mid-stoop. 
Soft fur moved along the cold, dead skin of Emily-zombie’s legs. She could feel a soft thrumming vibration that reverberated through her. She had no concept of purring cats, but the pulse in her brain jelly stayed her hand and kept her from tearing into the creature.
With absolutely no grace, Emily-zombie collapsed to the ground. She remained motionless as the warm creature shoved itself at her again and again. Eventually, it pushed its way under one limp hand. That hand twitched once…twice…and then began to move back and forth with slow, gentle deliberateness. If a living being would have been present, they would have sworn that they were seeing a little zombie girl petting a large, visibly pregnant tabby cat.  
Others from her group gathered around. Many stood, some wandered off, forgetting within seconds about those they’d travelled with, but other flopped to the ground. None moved as that single source of warmth wove its way among them.
The cat stretched out and basked in warmth of its own liking as the sun rose higher in the sky. It did not know fear, and would even drift off to sleep amidst the cold, dead creatures scattered around where it lay. When it woke, it stretched and moved close to one of the zombie children. With needle-like teeth, it would tug free a loose piece of flesh here or there and sate its appetite. It had discovered long ago that this one particular smell meant an abundance of food. 
Emily-zombie no longer felt driven to search. The presence of this soft mound of purring fur had filled some emptiness that not even feasting on the sources of living warmth could satisfy. If she had been capable of cognizant thought, she might have just been of the age to understand the power that came from feeling accepted. 
Every so often, one of the larger ones would appear. If it spied the warmth that was the cat, then it would turn and come for the creature. Emily-zombie and the others would hiss, mewl, and even growl. Sometimes they would form a cluster and use their bodies as a screening shield. Zombies being what they were, the larger ones would very often forget what they had been in pursuit of and adjust their course to a path of least resistance. But more often than not, the cat would have to scamper to safety, only returning when the larger ones would plod away, no memory of what had drawn them in this direction.
One day, as Emily-zombie stumbled across the path of one of the larger ones that had come seeking to reach and bite into her special warmth, she had pushed away a metal garbage can that was on its side. The large metal bin rolled noisily, and the sound had been enough to send the larger one off on a new direction away from her precious warmth. That tiny kernel of Emily-zombie’s mind that functioned sporadically made a connection. For the first time, that connection did not fizzle and melt away to the sea of forgetfulness.
Emily-zombie now realized that, if she could manufacture sound, then the larger ones would move towards it. Over the next several days, repeating this action ingrained it into her being. It took time, but eventually she showed the others with demonstration after demonstration. She watched as, one by one, the others picked up this particular skill and began to utilize it with regularity.
Using a variety of items that spanned from bottles to fallen tree branches, the zombie children fanned out in a rough perimeter and would create a distraction of sound any time one of the larger ones came near. While members of the group wandered sporadically in and out of the area that they now seemed to have laid claim to as their home, each of them took turns just sitting in a spot in the sun with the tabby. Each one allowed the cat to nibble at loose bits and pieces as he or she sat still. Muscle memory spasmed and the actual act of petting the cat came, slow and awkward at first, but eventually evolving into a gentle caress.
At night, the zombie-children would come together into a tight cluster, standing so close that none of the larger ones would be able to spot the cat through the tiny forest of legs.
The zombie children were learning.
The zombie children were teaching!
 
***
 
Vix swatted aside the first zombie and brought her axe down on the next one in a fluid motion made sharper by all the times she had done this in the past year; injury be damned, the adrenaline was kicking in and acting as a natural pain killer for her sore shoulder. Harold was coming up from behind her, and she heard him spit out a string of profanity.
She had thought much the same thing. Gemma must have heard them back there when they were looking down on that aircraft and the condemned souls that were camped on top of it. More than likely, she had heard Harold call out and either decided to reunite with her old travelling mates, or (and this was just as likely) she had decided to run off so that she could sulk some more.
Whatever the case, she was in it deep now. The girl had scrambled up on top of what looked like a moving van that had fallen on its side after slamming into a small passenger vehicle.
In a strange way, Gemma was in a similar-but-different situation to those poor people on the spine of the United Airlines jet. Left to her own, Gemma had nobody to kill and eat, so she would just end up starving to death slowly unless she decided to end it quick by diving into the zombies that were already five deep all the way around the van-turned-island.
Harold pulled up beside Vix and a small cry slipped from his lips. He drew a weapon so that he held one in each hand and took a step forward as if he were prepared to march into battle. Vix grabbed his arm and yanked him back, spinning him to face her.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she said in a hissing whisper, hoping that she’d not been loud enough to attract the attention of the zombies. “You go down there and you will get torn apart.”
“I have to save Gemma,” the young man pleaded. There was something in his eyes that made Vix tighten her grip.
“This is not your fault.”
“She left because she thought that I was…” Harold’s voice faltered.
“No!” Vix shook the young man and made him look at her. “You did nothing wrong. She was being a silly girl in a world where that gets a person killed. We can’t pretend that things are the same…or that they might ever return to what we knew. The world is dead and we are all on borrowed time.”
Harold’s head dropped and she felt his shoulders tremble. Where were all the supermen with six-pack abs and the ability to fashion a weapon from a candy wrapper and a bar of soap all while making witty comments and clever observations? If she ever ran across one of her favorite horror writers, she would have a few words to say about how ridiculous their books had been. There was nothing fun or clever about a zombie apocalypse.
Turning, she looked at Gemma who still stood atop the wrecked moving van. What would some of her fictional characters do? she wondered. A couple came to mind and she brushed aside the urge to follow what she believed their reaction would be: to walk away. Then a thought hit her so intensely that it was almost physical.
“I am such a dunce!” Vix muttered. She glanced over at Harold who had turned into a huge sack of useless. “Stay put and don’t do a thing until I get back!”
She took off before the questions could commence. She knew that she only had a limited amount of time before either Harold or Gemma did something absolutely stupid. Stupid would get a person killed these days.
Jogging back to the house where she’d seen the cricket bat, Vix steeled her resolve and ducked inside, doing her best to ignore the horrendously evil feeling of cobwebs brushing her skin. She was probably more afraid of spiders than she ever would be of zombies. Spiders were aliens from another world as far as she was concerned. They had been left behind to observe humanity and eventually take over the world…ugly little blighters!
When she emerged from the house, Vix allowed herself to finally take a breath. She had not wanted to risk sucking in a mouthful of that downy demon silk while inside that house…especially if it meant the possibility that an actual spider might be hiding in it, lurking like they do.
Vix shuddered and then scanned the overgrown yard until she found what she was looking for. In a moment, she was back at Harold’s side holding the cricket bat and a rusty metal lid to a rubbish bin.
“What the—?” Harold began, but Vix cut him off when she smacked the bat to the lid with a loud clang.
The heads of almost all the zombies turned to face this new source of distraction. Beating on the lid a few more times, Vix yelled a string of obscenities. They came slowly at first, but before long, almost all of the zombies that had the van surrounded were coming for Vix.
“You go get that idiot girl and meet me back at the house,” Vix paused from her clanging long enough to tell Harold what to do since it appeared as if the boy was just as touched in the head as Gemma.
“What if she won’t come?”
“Then you knock her in the head and carry her over your shoulder.”
And with that, Vix moved away and resumed banging on the lid. Since being quiet was not a current priority, she took the time to yell out a few more choice obscenities. It felt good to get it out of her system, and just maybe, if she yelled her voice raw, she would not rip Gemma a new one when they got back to the house.
Looking around, Vix continued her role as the zombie version of the Pied Piper. As they followed, she wondered how in blazes the whole of humanity had fallen so fast to something so simple-minded. She was basically outwitting a hundred or so of the creatures with a rubbish bin lid and a cricket bat.
She could not help herself as she banged out a rhythm and sing-songed all of the most foul profanities that she could think of, Vix began to caper about. Still, she remained vigilant, it would do no good at all to go and get herself killed in all of this. However, she had to admit that she was feeling quite a bit liberated.
At one point, she climbed up on the hood of a crumpled Mercedes and began to sing and perform “The Safety Dance” by Men Without Hats. All the while, she mused if perhaps she had finally lost her mind. Certainly what she was doing had to be at least a little bit insane.
“Oi!” a voice yelled, snapping her out of her momentary lapse of reason.
Vix turned to see Harold and Gemma jogging up. They were both looking at her like she was six kinds of crazy. Well, if they’d been watching her for any length of time, she could see where they might have some concerns.
Vix jumped down and it was like the flipping of a switch. She laid into Gemma with both barrels.
“What in blazes were you thinking?” Gemma opened her mouth, but Vix was just getting started and held up a hand to silence the girl. “Oh…that’s right. You WEREN’T thinking, you stupid girl!”
Gemma tried once more to speak, but Vix held up both hands. She simply did not want to hear anything that the girl had to say at the moment. With a deep breath, Vix spun on her heel, ready to head back to the house. Now she just had to hope that Amanda and the others would be forgiving.
“Umm…” Harold spoke up and Vix stopped. If he was about to say what she suspected, she might club them both over the head with the cricket bat and leave them for those zombies that were getting closer as the three of them just stood there like fools.
“Maybe we could go help that group on the jet,” Harold said, catching Vix by surprise. While this was a close second to the stupid things the young man could utter, it had not been what she was prepared for; and thus, she had to take a moment to prepare her retort.
“How many of those things you reckon are in that valley around that jet?’ Vix finally asked as she eyed the approaching zombies that she’d led away from Gemma. The leading edge was probably fifty yards or so from where they now stood.
Harold shrugged. Gemma just stood there. Turning, Vix started away. “A few thousand is my guess. And while they are all gathered around that plane and those poor souls, they are not coming after us. Besides…” Vix spun, the look on her face actually one more of pity than of anger, “…you saw them. Those poor souls are already lost.”
Not waiting for a reply, Vix started off. For a while, she almost thought that the duo had chosen to go off on their own. Then she overheard Gemma whisper.
“…promise not to tell her I was bit.”
 
***
 
“You waited to tell me this now?” Juan barked. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Just hold on,” Keith shot back, holding his hands up in a physical gesture to get Juan to calm down. “For one, you have not been in any condition to really do much good. And for another, we already have a plan and I was just letting you know. You are the person folks see as the leader. It would be pretty shitty of me to enact some sort of plan and not fill you in.” Keith saw something in Juan’s face and added hastily. “We are not asking you to be a part of it. As it is, we have been planning for a few days and I honestly don’t want to take the time to try and get you up to speed. Besides, you need to remain here.”
“Wait…you’re leaving?” Juan asked with a shake of his head. “Why would you leave? You have the benefit here of being on an island for one…and for another…” Juan paused and then shook his head. “Nope, that’s pretty much it. You are here on an island. Whoever this is, they would have to come to us. We hold the advantage.”
“There is one problem with your idea,” Keith countered. “We have kids here on this island. They have been through and seen enough. We slip out, we get a good look at their numbers and determine if we feel they are coming here with good intent or bad.”
“You make it sound simple, but it never is, you know,” Juan said, clasping the man’s shoulder.
“Look, if this force is anything to worry about, we will be coming back on the run. But if we can either assess them and bring them in as new members of the community or, if need be, hit them hard and make them think coming here is a bad idea…then that is what we will do.”
“And is anything being done here to ready the island in the event of the worst case scenario?”
“That is why I wanted to talk to you. We had some guys working on it, but after seeing the size of the smoke pillar yesterday, we have concerns about the size of the group. We needed to enlist some more help. We have been keeping this from everybody and did not want to start raising alarms. When you were obviously up and about, we decided that we needed to fill you in and then have you see to getting this place ready.”
Juan felt his stomach churning. Part of him would much rather go out and see what the hell was out there. But by the same token, Mackenzie had made it clear on more than one occasion that his presence here was vital. He needed to be the one to get the citizens informed and prepared just in case it came to something nasty. 
“Fine,” Juan agreed, “but when are you leaving?”
“Actually, we would have left this morning, but we all felt that it was important to stay for the sentencing. Also, the guys who took the boat will be staying up river. If things go badly, they are sort of the last ditch escape plan.”
Juan nodded. “Sounds like you have given this a lot of thought.”
“I think you and I both know what sorts of people can be out there. We have a good thing here. There are going to be folks who want it. Some will want to join, but others will want to take it. That is the way of things.” 
Keith reached out his hand and Juan accepted it. The two men shared a knowing nod. Juan turned to leave, but Keith kept his grip. “You can fix this with Mack. She is a good girl. She thinks the world of you and loves you like crazy. Just give it time. She’ll come around.”
Juan gave another nod and walked away. His mind was going over everything from the past several weeks. Maybe he didn’t belong here. All his life he had been out for himself. Had it been any different when things were stripped down to their barest parts? 
He’d killed Donna and Frank…left them in a basement to be eaten by zombies. It didn’t matter that such a thing had not been his intent. When that gate did not shut, he had sealed their fate. He had been set on killing April when she told him that she knew about his criminal past. He had relented, but hadn’t that just been a case of him trying to prove to himself that he was a changed man? Did that make it real?
Juan walked into the house and flopped down on the couch. A big black head came and rested on his knee. Reaching down, Juan gave Tigah a scratch behind one ear. The dog’s head tilted to allow for more and Juan obliged. Pretty soon, there was a huge wet spot on his pants from the copious drool of the massive Newfoundland. It seemed like the dog doubled in size every other week, and with it, the pools of slobber that were now reaching a point where a person could slip and break a leg if they were not watching their step in the house.
The house, Juan thought. How odd was it that he was living in Mackenzie’s home and she was staying someplace else? That was one of about a million things that did not make any sense. And while he might not be able to do much about some of these things, he could damn well do something about this. Getting to his feet, he patted the dog and then headed for the door with Tigah in his wake.
The pair were cutting across the neat rows of the farm that were already starting to show sprouts of whatever it was that had been planted. He saw a few people run past, but they didn’t wave or try to talk to him so he didn’t give them any thought.
He reached the house he had sought and flipped open the latch on the gate, He thought that he saw some rustling behind the curtains and was not at all surprised when the door opened and a woman stepped out, quickly shutting the door behind her.
“I want to talk to Mackenzie,” Juan said calmly. He could already tell by this woman’s pursed lips that it was not going to be as easy as that.
“She does not wish to see you at the moment,” the woman replied with a crisp curtness.
“Listen, lady, I don’t know who you are, and honestly, I really don’t care. I came to talk to Mackenzie. I am going to talk to her. So…you can either move aside, call her down, or else I will move you out of the way.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” the woman huffed.
Juan felt some of his “old” self flare up. Did this woman have any idea who she was talking to? He’d seen it back before the world got dumped upside-down. Some folks would run off at the mouth, thinking that they were safe. The thing was, unless the cop was standing right there…nobody was safe from a damn thing. He had always enjoyed that look on some clown’s face who gave some lip and got knocked on his ass. How had that commercial put it? Oh yeah…priceless.
“Lady, there ain’t nothing in this world that can stop me from getting to Mackenzie. So unless you got some special sort of sukiyaki training and can karate chop me into unconsciousness…you don’t stand a chance of stopping me.”
Juan took a step forward and the woman took three quick steps back, turned, and then bolted into her house screaming like some folks had done the first time they’d seen a zombie eat somebody.
He was on the porch when the door opened and Mackenzie stepped out. She gave a look over her shoulder and then turned her gaze to Juan. He expected anger, maybe fear, but he sure didn’t expect…
“What’s so funny?” Juan asked dubiously. 
“That was not nice…scaring Miss Schaeffer like that. She is a nice little old lady,” Mackenzie answered with a smile. Still, Juan could see the fatigue in her eyes.
“Yeah…well she told me that I couldn’t see you.”
“So you’ve seen me…now what?”
Juan opened his mouth and then shut it with a click. This was not going at all like he had imagined. He was confused and at a complete loss for words. Tigah flopped down between the two and made a huff that fluttered his jowls as if he was annoyed that this might take a while.
“It’s just…” Juan began, and then it came in a flood, “…it is stupid for you to not be in your house. If anybody should find another place to stay, it should be me. As for why you are pissed…I get it. But I didn’t do it for one, and for another, things ain’t like they used to be. If somebody were to endanger you, you can bet that I would have them gone before they could blink.”
“I know, Juan.” Mackenzie laid a hand on Juan’s arm. “I just hate that it has come to this. Miss Schaeffer was saying almost the exact same thing you were before you barged up and frightened her out of her wits.”
Juan scratched his head and shot a glance at the curtained windows. He was almost positive he saw them flutter again. Looking back down at Mackenzie, he was relieved to see her smiling up at him. The words “I love you” were on the tip of his tongue when an explosion sounded, followed by the clanging of metal on metal. 
Every one of the watch towers had a set of brass tubes and a piece of metal to bang them with. The towers were close enough that once one sounded the alarm, the others would take it up. Juan turned and looked skyward. Wherever the alarm originated, a signal flare would be fired so that the community knew where the threat was located.
Sure enough, a sputtering flare was drifting down, just to the left and a little ways behind it, a small column of black smoke was rolling skyward. It was the direction of where the bridge had once existed.
 
***
 
Glenn slipped along the side of the house. The grass and weeds crunched underfoot. He was pretty sure that this was not a place where people were ever supposed to settle and call home. The water was next to non-existent and the only thing that really flourished, as far as he could tell, were the cacti. 
A single zombie stood in the middle of the street just ahead. It actually looked confused; as if it wanted to go somewhere but simply could not decide which direction to walk. It would turn one direction and then the other. He was seeing this a lot from the singles out and about. It only seemed to happen after midday when the temperature skyrocketed.
Shaking his head of the distracting thought, he crouched down and eased around, using the car still in the driveway and the closed garage door as his alley to slip past and into the yard of this house. It was bordered by a four-foot brick fence that had a wall of thick, brown, dead brush which would allow him to creep unseen to the next yard. 
That yard was his goal, and now that he was so close, he began to worry. Once he got there, things were going to escalate fast and get exponentially dangerous when the time was right. Cynthia would start things into motion as soon as she was prepared once he gave her the signal that he was ready.
As fast as he could, Glenn scurried along the front bumper of the car and actually dove into the yard, coming up to his knees after a nice tuck-and-roll. Duck walking to the fence, he peered over and scanned the area through the dead foliage. 
To the left, the road was almost entirely clear; empty of undead activity. However, to the right, about two blocks up, sat the high school. For whatever reason, the street was packed with undead. From his vantage point, it looked as if the zombies had the entire school surrounded. Why would anybody want their location to be entirely ringed with those things?
His eyes drifted along until he spied what he was looking for. A long piece of red cloth was fluttering in the breeze of the late afternoon. It was tied to a small sapling tree that had died like so much of the area vegetation. In this desert, once the owners of the home where this tree sat on one side of the entrance to the driveway had stopped being able to water it, it had withered and died like the rest of the world. 
Of course that breeze felt like it was coming off of a blast furnace. Glenn cursed, and not for the first time, the amount of protective gear that they had to wear as he felt sweat rolling down from his neck and pooling in the small of his back.
Reaching into his pocket, he produced a similar strand of cloth and reached through the dead, dried up bush. Tying it to a branch and flicking it with his fingers so it was hanging out where it could be seen from the street, Glenn took a deep breath and waited for the next part of the plan.
He looked up at the sky and tried to guess what time it might be. It was well after the hour of noon judging by the sun. The flaming orb was about a third of the way down to the western horizon. That meant that he had a while. Cynthia had made it clear that, while she was prepared to die if it came to that, she was not in any hurry to do so. 
“We do this close to dusk. That will give us shadows to hide in. Unless these people are using infrared or something high tech, then we should be fine,” she had explained.
Sitting down against the brick wall, Glenn waited. Occasionally he could hear the moan or cry of a zombie. The sounds still gave him chills. He wished that they could just find someplace that the zombies weren’t and make a home of some sort. 
He had worked hard all his life to reach a point where he could provide an exceptional life for his wife. They had discussed children, but Cynthia had loved her job as a vet. Her love for animals was something that he had always known about…or so he had thought; what he had not realized was to what depths it existed. Some people were born to be caretakers, and that described his Cynthia and how she felt about her job. 
She did not want to give it up. Any time that they discussed children, she shut him down the moment that he mentioned hiring a nanny.
“What is the point of bringing a child into this world if you are not going to see to taking care of that child? That is even more irresponsible than some of these idiots that get a dog, leave it locked up in the house for ten or twelve hours a day, and then are upset that the animal can’t hold in their bodily urges. I’d love to lock those people in a room for ten hours and then slap their faces when they wet themselves. See how they like it.” That was almost her exact statement, word for word. 
When it came to stories on the news of people hurting animals, it was not uncommon for Cynthia to actually shed a tear. If there was a fire, flood, or disaster, she would always voice out loud her concern for the pets in the area. If asked if she had the same concern for the people, she would shrug and say, “What did they expect would happen? They willingly moved into a place called “Tornado Alley” (or some other similar qualifier such as a flood plain, over-developed hillside, just to name a few). The animals never asked to live there.”
What Glenn came to suspect was that Cynthia had a much softer spot in her heart for animals than she did for people. It was not that she did not love children, she just chose not to have any of her own.
He had thought that perhaps she would soften her stance once Mel’s baby came. If anything, it made her more determined to hold that position against having a child herself. So, Baby Xander was the object of his aunt’s love and affection, and seemed to provide all that she needed to fulfill that part of her life. On more than one occasion, as they would be driving home from visiting her brother, his wife, and their new son, Cynthia would comment, “Children are nice in short doses.” She would laugh it off like she might be making a joke, but Glenn had begun to suspect otherwise. 
However, when all of this terrible business with the dead returning erupted, he had been grateful that they had not had a child of their own. He had even thought, only on occasion, and usually only when the child was fussy, that it would not be a terrible idea if the two couples parted. He had even concocted a plausible excuse. 
If something were to go wrong…having the brother and sister apart would improve the chance that at least one of them survived. Of course he knew that was a flimsy reason at best and not once had he ever suggested such a thing.
Of course, now here he sat in some small Utah town, his brother-in-law and sister-in-law both dead; and he was about to try and assault a complex with an unknown number of people inside to rescue his toddler-aged nephew that may or may not be inside. To add to his unlikely scenario, he was going to rely on zombies to help him.
Glancing up, he saw that the sun had slipped farther down the western horizon. He searched and quickly spied Cynthia’s signal. There were now two red pieces of cloth fluttering in the breeze. That was the signal. Glenn tied off his own piece as a silent acknowledgement.
He crouched and gathered his courage. They had discussed this, and he had insisted very strongly that he be the one to distract the undead. As he saw it, he was choosing between putting his head in the mouth of either a lion or a tiger. One choice was just as lethal as the other. However, the task that he had chosen involved a lot of potential for running. While her condition was greatly improved, he had noticed the slight limp when Cynthia walked. The bullet wound in her leg was not entirely healed There was one other factor that helped him make up his mind. He was convinced that Cynthia was not only capable, but somehow eager, to take the lives of these people. Whether it was for her brother or the baby, he did not know.
Moving to the end of the brick wall, he peeked over one more time to see that there was nothing in his immediate proximity. The area was clear and he rose to stand, his body feeling the tightness from having been immobile for so long. Stepping out to the middle of the road, Glenn pulled the police baton free from his belt. He produced an empty coffee can aloft that they had found back in the house where they had left that man tied up to most likely die.
“Come and get it!” Glenn hollered as he began to rattle the baton around the inside of the large can.
 
***
 
Ronni sat beside the bed as she had almost every day since he had been brought home. Her father looked terrible. He was almost gray and sweat kept beading up on his face. She had a towel handy and kept wiping him down with it after dipping it in cool water. 
Sometimes, when nobody else was looking, she would peel his eyelids open. She kept expecting to see those ugly black squiggles. She knew he had been bitten, the time for him to turn had long passed; still, she was taking nothing for granted. 
“How is he?” Scott poked his head in the door. He had come around six or seven times just today.
“Nothing has changed,” Ronni said with a hitch in her voice as she kept down the urge to cry.
“Look, your dad is gonna be okay.” The man stepped into the room. He crossed and uncrossed his arms in front of his chest a few times and finally settled on leaning against the wall. “He is a tough mother. Just hang in there.” He looked like he wanted to say something else, but he finally just gave a little nod and exited.
Tough has nothing to do with it, Ronni thought. She pulled the blanket covering him aside so that she could get a look at his leg. It took all she had not to gag and vomit at the smell. The lower leg was still swollen beyond what had to be twice its normal size to the point that she could not tell where his thigh met the knee and became the calf. The skin looked like it would split if somebody so much as touched it.
One of the medical people had put some sort of thing in his leg so that they could just screw on a syringe and use it to withdraw fluid. Also, they had the actual wound coated with this thick gel. 
She let the blanket drop and her dad moaned in his sleep. The sound made her wince and she was quickly on her feet, towel in hand to dab at his forehead.
“I’m so sorry, Dad.” She had probably repeated that apology a hundred times, and she did not care if she said it a hundred more. She felt like this was all her fault.
She glanced down at her own bandaged arms and then back at her dad who just looked so frail. This was not the guy who had killed the people who had tried to attack her back in Yosemite. This man looked like he could not fight his way out of a wet paper bag.
“Any change?” a voice said from the door. 
Ronni turned to discover the other person who seemed to come by every twenty minutes to check on her dad. Dustin Miller was a big man and took up most of the doorframe.
“Not yet, Mr. Miller,” Ronni answered. She was about to turn back to her dad when the man pulled off his ball cap and stepped into the room. Obviously he had more to say. He looked upset, and Ronni’s first worry was that they were going to make her and her dad leave.
“Look…” the big man was twisting his baseball cap in his hands like he was trying to strangle it. “I just want you to know that I am sorry.”
Here it comes, Ronni thought angrily. She felt her temper surge and was getting ready to rip into Mr. Miller when he continued.
“Your dad is a hero…you too for that matter. You were one of the first to volunteer to go looking for those missing children. They told us how you kept drawing the zombies away by cutting yourself and getting their attention. You mind telling me what made you think of such a thing?”
“We were running…” Ronni’s mind drifted back to that awful scene. “One of the kids, I think it was Devon, he had tripped and cut his arm really bad. From that moment, it was like the zombies forgot that the rest of us were even there. They wanted Devon. The only thing I could think of that was any different was that he was bleeding pretty bad.”
“Yeah, well you saved some lives, little missy.”
Ronni felt her heart flutter. She might have saved some of those kids, but certainly not all. She remembered well the screams—
“And your dad…he not only charged that mob that had you guys trapped in that house, but he sent the rest of us away and stayed behind to save you. I thought you were as good as dead, I think he did too,” Dustin explained. “But I’ll be damned if he didn’t send us on our way and stay with you. He said that he wanted to stop the bleeding, but with all the blood that you had lost…I am pretty sure that he did not expect you to make it. He wasn’t going to leave you behind to become one of those things.”
Ronni listened to everything that Dustin said. Here was yet another reason that her dad had to pull through. Even as crappy as she had been treating him, he had not given up on her. She was pretty sure that she had been trying to see if she could drive him off. If she did, then she would be correct; he hadn’t really cared. Yet at every turn, he was there for her. And when it meant that he was probably going to die, he had apparently not even given it a thought.
“Thanks, Mr. Miller,” Ronni finally said when a lengthy silence had started to feel just a bit uncomfortable.
“I think you can call me Dustin. You ain’t one of the little ones. Hell…you’re practically a grown woman.”
She sure didn’t feel like it at the moment. All she wanted right now was for her dad to wake up, hug her, and tell her that everything was going to be alright.
“You send for me if there is any change,” Dustin Miller said, and then exited.
Ronni scooted her seat closer to the bed and laid her head on his chest. She liked this because she could hear and feel his steady heartbeat. As long as that steady rhythm pulsed, she knew he was still with her.
Every so often a nurse or some member of the community would come in to check up on her dad. It made her feel good, like these folks actually cared one way or the other what happened.
She had dozed off when a hand touched her lightly on the shoulder. Ronni opened her eyes and was surprised to see a woman standing there. The woman looked like she had probably been pretty before. Now she just looked tired. Dark circles made large smudges under each eye and her brow was crinkled from her frowning expression. Her hair was almost blond, but it was just close enough to brown to seem kind of dirty.
“You named Ronni?” the woman asked with a bit of a slur to her voice that almost sounded like she was drunk.
For some reason, Ronni was almost scared of this woman. There just seemed something…off. Still, she did not see the problem with answering a simple question.
“Yeah.”
“You were one of the ones that went out looking for those missing children.”
“Yeah.” Again, Ronni saw no harm in answering a question that she was sure most people—this woman included—knew the answer.
“I just wanted to say thank you,” the woman whispered. “My little girl…Kaja? She didn’t make it back. Dustin said he knew for certain that she was dead. I just wanted you to know that I am grateful. And let your daddy know that I said so, too. I know that he went out after you, but he made sure that the rest of them children come back okay.” The woman turned and headed for the door.
“I will…and…” Ronni paused when the woman turned to face her. She could see so much pain in this woman’s eyes. It actually hurt her heart. “I’m sorry about your daughter.” What bothered Ronni was that she didn’t actually know which one of the children that didn’t make it was Kaja.
The woman offered a very weak smile and then left. Ronni turned back to her dad and could not help but start to cry again. She would have been dead…should have been dead. Only, even though she had been bitten, she was fine. She had a bit of a headache that came and went, but she felt no need to go and eat somebody.
There was a sound out in the hallway; it was like somebody trying not to yelp. At that exact same moment, Ronni’s dad’s eyelids fluttered and then opened!
 
***
 
“Can somebody please tell me what in the blazes is going on?” George grumbled.
“You been selected as a stud,” Danny hooted from the tower. He was wiping tears from his eyes as he looked down on the scene below.
“He’s a happy sort,” one of the females stepped forward and pointed up. “I’ll have that one. I like a good laugh.”
The woman was just a shade over five feet tall with skin the color of hot chocolate. Her hair was in coiled braids and she was so top heavy that Jody was amazed that the woman did not fall flat on her face. She smiled and it made her face all the more beautiful.
Now it was George’s turn to chortle. He glanced up at Danny and gave a salacious wink. Danny had gone suddenly and uncharacteristically quiet. Jody was worried for a moment.
He had known Danny for quite a while. Still, some guys had “issues” when it came to mixing races. Was Danny one of those?
“You just won the lottery, sweetcakes!” Danny hooted as he slung his leg over the rail, gripped both sides of the ladder and basically did a fireman’s pole slide to the ground. He took a step forward and puckered his lips only to have the woman’s hand mash firmly, if not a bit roughly, into his face.
“I don’t know what you were thinkin’ there, Carrot Top,” the woman said firmly. “And maybe you wasn’t listening when Margarita was talkin’, but this ain’t no marriage or anything like that. You got a job…put a baby in me. Once the baby is born, I go home…you stay here. Understand me, Romeo?”
Danny scrunched up his face for a minute and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked around and then his gaze returned to the woman.
“Let me see if I got this right. We have sex until it is certain that you are pregnant. Then…we are done? And when the baby comes, you leave and I might never see you again?”
The woman nodded. Danny had a stern expression for all of about three seconds. He turned to Jody with a huge grin. “This is probably the coolest zombie apocalypse ever.”
He climbed back up into the tower whistling some tune that Jody thought might be “Oh What A Beautiful Morning” as he returned to his post.
Selina threw her hands up in disgust and walked away. Jody watched her go until the rest of the women crowded in around him and started asking when they would get to view the eligible men.
“Right this way, ladies,” he called out as he made a gesture of welcome with his hands and started off for the school. 
The word had already been sent that every man between the ages of eighteen and fifty be present. Glancing at the females in tow, he could tell that Pitts had not been quite so choosy. Well Jody was not ready to travel that road. While he had sent Kat, who was obviously not yet eighteen, as well as one other girl that he was pretty sure could be no older than sixteen, he was not okay with it. And as far as he was concerned, he would be separating these females as well as his eligible men. While it would still make him very uncomfortable, he could at least mitigate that feeling by trying to prevent some sort of Hugh Hefner-Bimbo Bunny hook up.
They reached the school and Jody noticed a handful of the women who had been left behind staring with rapt scrutiny at these newcomers. He saw a few raised eyebrows and maybe even a hint of anger. He would need to keep a close eye on things for a while.
Once they entered the school, he turned and had the women stop. “Wait here a moment, I’ll be right back.”
Hurrying into the gym, he saw most of the men that fit his parameters present. He did notice a few missing. Hopefully that would not come back later to bite him in the ass.
“Okay, anybody under the age of twenty, I want you to go over to the other side of the partition.” He saw some confused looks. “Listen…Pitts sent some girls in this batch. And when I say “girls”, that means they are obviously not yet eighteen.” 
He saw a few knowing nods, but he also saw what he was pretty sure were a few looks of disappointment. He would keep those few in mind for the next lousy detail that would take place outside the perimeter. As soon as the men had divided into the appropriate groups, Jody returned out to the ladies. He quickly explained what he had done and why. Oddly enough, it was one of the ladies who looked to be in her early thirties who voiced objection.
“That was never part of the deal back home,” the woman huffed. “Do you know how energetic those younger men can be?”
For the briefest of moments, Jody recalled an episode of South Park. In it, Kyle’s little brother’s kindergarten teacher has an affair with the young Ike. When Kyle discovers this and turns to the local police for help, he initially reports that a teacher was having a sexual relationship with a student. The officers all jump to their feet in anger, some pulling weapons as they demand to know who this despicable man is that could commit such an atrocity. When Kyle says that it is the kindergarten teacher and his brother, one of the cops asks, “You mean the hot one?” Kyle nods to which the officer holsters his gun and utters, “Nice.”
“Personally I could care less, ma’am,” Jody said, shaking his head to clear it and return his attention to the situation at hand. “As long as you are here, you will do things our way. Our younger men will be available to your young ladies, and the rest…well…I am sure you will find somebody to your liking. And if not, I will gladly see to it that you are escorted back to your compound. Perhaps Sergeant Pitts will send someone in your stead.”
There was an uneasy stillness, and Jody saw what he could only decipher as fear on a few of the faces. Had he said something wrong? Slowly, a thought began to ferment. Pitts had never really spoken of the women like they were people; it was more like they were possessions.
“Okay,” Jody said after a moment where he took close stock of these women and their obvious reaction to his suggesting that he send them back, “I think we should make something clear. You are considered citizens of our little town until the day that you leave. You are free to go and do as you please. We have a list posted up by what I guess used to be the principal’s office. It has some of the community’s needs. If you can perform any of those tasks, feel free to volunteer. You are under no compulsion to do so if you do not wish.”
“And if we decide we don’t want to do anything…you gonna send us back?” one of the women asked.
“Nope.” Jody gave an exaggerated shake of the head. “Obviously that would create a problem for you judging by your reactions. So please feel free to head into the gym and take a look. If anybody suits your tastes, then I guess you know what to do.”
With that, Jody turned to leave. He was not surprised to discover Selina waiting for him outside. He put his arm around her and pulled her to his side, kissing her on the temple.
“Would you have done it?” she asked.
“Done what?”
“Don’t play games with me, Jody.”
“Oh…you mean Margarita? Hell…I don’t know. It would seem kinda bad if I did not allow myself to be treated in basically the same manner that our women are being treated.” Jody rubbed his eyes, suddenly he was very tired. “I mean, if our girls are being sent to a strange place where they have to select a man with the sole intention of getting pregnant, then it would seem pretty hypocritical if I removed myself from the pool of selectees for the women from Pitts’ compound.”
“And what about when my turn comes up? What about when I have to go over there?”
“You’re pregnant right now, so we have time to figure something out.” Jody laughed and rubbed Selina’s belly. “Maybe I’ll just knock you up again and keep you out of the pool.”
Selina’s expression darkened. Tears brimmed in her eyes and she spun on her heel, storming away. Jody watched in utter confusion as she left, her shoulders shaking as she obviously had started to cry.
“What the hell did I say?” Jody muttered.
 
***
 
Sean looked into the first apartment. The filthy room was worse than a slaughterhouse. It looked like maybe a handful of people had tried to fight with a hundred zombies. There were bits and pieces everywhere. The walls were a Rorschach pattern that would confuse Jackson Pollok. Bits of bone and brain had dried to a sinister form of stucco, held in place by generous amounts of dried blood. 
One man stood out from the rest. Of course the only reason that Sean could tell that it was a man was because his shirt had been torn almost completely off. He had bites on him and a few chunks missing from his shoulders as well as a rip where the flesh had been torn away to reveal the ribs beneath. He had dropped into a corner and put a double-barrel shotgun in his mouth and blown the entirety of his head off in a volcanic eruption of gore.
The smell made him want to vomit. He had only peeked in for a second, but he was not sure he would ever be able to erase the image of so much violent death that had burned its imprint onto the memory slate of his mind.
He wanted to find someplace for them to be able to hold up for a while. Outside, the screams of the children and the shouts of those people from the hospital had dwindled. If he went into one of the apartments on the left he would be able to see.
Moving to the next apartment, he opened it to find the unit empty. Other than dust, cobwebs, something that scurried away as soon as he opened the door (probably rats), and a long dead bird that was on the floor just inside the busted window, the place was vacant. Sean went in and crept to the window. He doubted that anybody would be looking up, but he was still not going to take any chances.
Peering out, he saw the streets crowded with swarms of the undead. He could not swear to it, but he thought that a couple of the faces might be familiar. What he did not see was any sign of that bitch Rose or the bigger bitch, Catie. A small voice in his head tried to tell him that he was scared of them both, but he silenced it.
From where he was, he could just make out the roof of the hospital. It looked like several people were out there looking down at the nightmare swirling below. If he looked down, the zombies that were passing were so bunched in that he could not actually see any of the street.
Sean pulled the door shut and went to the next one. He was turning the knob when Deanna’s hand touched his shoulder. He spun, ready to vent more of his anger at this ungrateful bitch who could not see that he had saved her life…she owed him.
“I’m sorry, Sean,” Deanna said in a hitching voice that still struggled to fight back the sobs. “It is just that I will miss those people. I loved them, and I think some of them loved me.”
“Not like I do.” Sean had thought that those words had only passed through his mind. It took him a moment before he realized that they had, in fact, come from his mouth.
“I know you do, Sean.” Deanna placed her hands on his face now. She pulled him close and kissed him. It was not meant as a romantic kiss at all. Just the briefest of touching between their lips as an acknowledgement of appreciation; sadly, it meant completely different things to each of them.
Sean pulled Deanna close. At first, she yielded, wanting to be held. But when his hands began to wander and explore, she tried to pull away.
“What are you doing?” she managed around his mouth that was starting to press hard to the point of painful.
Sean drew back and looked at Deanna with confusion. “But…you kissed me. I thought…”
“I just needed to be close to someone,” Deanna whimpered. A memory was starting to form, and if it was true, she wanted desperately to push it down.
“Someone!” Sean spat, pushing her back in a mix of anger and disgust.
“Sean, please, not so loud,” Deanna begged. 
“Why…you afraid the zombies will hear?”
As if in answer, a rattling moan sounded from somewhere within the building. It was answered by another…and another…and another…
 
 



 
7
 
Geek Girls Gone Wild
 
Aleah slipped over to the corner and watched the dozen or so walkers as they shuffled along. It was almost hypnotic and she could not help but be amused. 
CLANG-clang-Clang!
The large can bounced down the road again as the lead zombie’s foot connected with the dented piece of tin. The zombies adjusted their course slightly to home in on the sound until they reached it and kicked it once more sending them on a slightly different trajectory.
She was actually disappointed when the can became lodged in a pile of wood and rocks from a building that looked like it had been in the direct path of the tornado. Sure enough, the zombies trudged along until the debris pile made them alter their course and then the “game” of kick the can was over. 
Heading back to the warehouse where Rose was set up in a small office making some sort of soup using a bunch of unidentifiable greens that she had not the stomach to inquire the origins of, Aleah sighed and stretched as the warm glow of the morning sun crept over the roofs of some distant buildings and cast their glow on her skin. Today had the makings of what would normally be considered a beautiful day. Take out the part about the zombie apocalypse, no real food, only a pair of canteens left with any water in them, and the fact that the man she loved was probably in a medically induced coma where he was being used to procreate with other women who shared his immunity to whatever it was that turned a person into a zombie, and today was a beautiful day. 
Giving the “secret code” of two knocks, a pause and then another knock, Aleah opened the door to discover Rose sitting in the corner, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was so caught off guard by the markedly “un-Rose-like” behavior that she almost tripped over her own two feet trying to hurry to the girl’s side.
“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” Aleah knelt down before the sobbing Rose and took her hands. All she received in response was a stiff thrusting out of one hand. 
Aleah followed to where the extended finger pointed and saw a large, wet splat on the far wall. Rivulets of water had created a pattern that dripped down from the central spot where a large clump of what looked like grass and weeds stuck in an ugly clump.
“I wouldn’t make my worst enemy eat that!” Rose managed through her tears.
“That bad, huh?” Aleah stood and retrieved the small cooking pot from where it lay on its side at the base of the wall.
“Vile,” Rose said as she scrubbed at her face with the cuffs of her shirt sleeves.
“You know…” Aleah turned with a thoughtful expression that made the scar tissue around what was left of her nose wrinkle, “…there is another big neighborhood to the west of us. We could check a few of the houses on the edge. I’m sure we can find a little something.”
“What about Catie?” 
“We will only be gone for a couple of hours. It is pretty early and I doubt that she will be coming at this hour.” Aleah paused for a second and a smile crept across her face. “Besides, I have feeling that we will hear her departure from that place.”
Rose considered the idea and nodded just as her stomach gave a loud grumble. Within minutes, they had emptied their small knapsacks of everything to maximize the space available to return with as much as possible.
Setting out, Aleah actually pulled up and called off the run before it began when they emerged from some brush to discover a series of train tracks with a scattering of derelict cargo cars interspersed randomly in either direction. It was like a deep fear came from her stomach and twisted at the core of her soul. 
“If we smell anything…we can go back,” Rose whispered, placing a comforting hand on Aleah’s shoulder.
They made it across with no problem and climbed a small hill to get up to the first houses. Staying low and using every patch of shrubbery or abandoned vehicle for cover, they crept to the first house on the corner.
After almost three hours, the frustration was starting to build. So far, it looked like this place was more like what they had expected when they had begun the search of the neighborhood by Eggers Grove. Every single house they entered showed the obvious signs of having been looted. 
“With crumbs much too small for the other Whos’ mouses,” Aleah recited after almost two dozen houses had yielded absolutely nothing of value—food or otherwise.
“This is a waste of time,” Rose snapped as she stood in the entry of a kitchen that had most of the cabinets torn from their mounts. “If we are going to find anything, I think we have to head in a few blocks.”
Aleah nodded her agreement as she stepped over a body that had decomposed to the point where it had started to meld to the hardwood floor in a dark pool of dried putrefaction. A door at the end of the hallway had seen a barrage of bullets and now beams of sunlight shone through and created a prism as it caught on the motes of dust drifting in the air.
They exited the house just as a pair of walkers rounded the corner. The pair of undead turned in unison and let loose with the hair-raising sound of a baby cry. The sound had always bothered Aleah, but this time it stung her soul. Striding across the overgrown and litter strewn yard, she dropped them both just as they had started to cry out a second time.
Without a word, she turned back and headed into the lattice of streets that made up this particular neighborhood. Rose hurried and fell in stride, but she was certain she had seen something moving in the shadows beside the house across the street. Several times, she glanced over her shoulder, but each time she saw nothing. Eventually, she chalked it up to a combination of nerves, frustration, and good old paranoia.
 
***
 
At some point, Catie had dozed off. She had honestly expected some sort of visitation by Jordan or one of his goons, but nothing had come. The light of the morning sun woke her with a start as she realized that she had actually slept through the night.
Sitting up and stretching, she was amazed at how refreshed she felt. It was like this had been the first actual night of rest she had been able to completely allow herself in ages. Despite having fallen asleep with the idea that she should be vigilant just in case somebody from the compound came, she had slept soundly.
Rising, she was further dismayed when she discovered that a tray had been set inside her door with a bowl of still steaming oatmeal and another slice of bread. Once again she repeated yesterday’s ritual of enjoying the bread; however, she found it strangely difficult to toss out the hot oatmeal with a visible sprinkle of sugar glazing the surface.
Eating the chunk of bread, she was only modestly disappointed that it was not warm like yesterday’s. It was still delicious, and she went so far as to hold her hand underneath to catch every single crumb.
It was another few hours before the sounds of somebody unlocking her door intruded. Catie tried to look casual and disinterested from where she lay sprawled on the bed. She had forgotten what it was like to be bored and quickly remembered that she hated that feeling.
“Come with me,” a man said as he stepped inside with a pair of armed companions who had their hands on the butts of the pistols holstered at their hips.
“Where are we going?” Catie made an effort to sound more curious than concerned.
“Just come along, all your questions can be asked when you see the doc.” Catie noticed that the individual who was apparently in charge of this detail was having trouble keeping eye contact.
As Catie slung her small pack over one shoulder, she began to think that perhaps there was even more dissension amongst these people than she had initially realized. It was obvious that there was something wrong at the core of this group. The only thing she could not figure out at the moment was just exactly how she would be able to use that to her advantage.
She allowed her escort to lead her as they exited the building and then crossed the compound. Her heart started beating a little faster as soon as she realized that they were obviously heading for that big building where she had seen everybody herded into the other day when she Aleah and Rose had been watching.
This would either be very good…or very bad.
 
***
 
“We have a tail,” Rose whispered as she moved up beside Aleah and peered around the bumper of a UPS truck that had been dumped on its side.
“What?” Aleah started to spin around, but Rose grabbed her and kept her still.
“Not sure for how long, but at least since the last house we checked. It isn’t a zombie, but it is not trying to get any closer and every time I try to casually get a look, there is nothing to see. Whoever…or whatever it is, it is hanging back,” Rose said with her lips almost brushing Aleah’s ears. “I have an idea, but it will split us up for a few minutes.”
Aleah started to protest, but Rose shut her down.
“Just hear me out…I know splitting up is a dangerous idea, but I am talking about just a few minutes. See that brick house across the street with the truck crashed through the fence? I say we make for it and slip inside. Clear it quick and then I will slip out the back and move down to that little blue house with the body hanging from the tree. From there, I should be able to use that bunch of cars crashed into each other in the intersection to hide behind as I get across the street and circle back about a block or two and see if I can’t get behind our tail.”
Aleah wanted to argue. She did not want them to split up; that never went well… 
She laughed at the rest of that unfinished thought about how it never went well “in the movies.” That made Kevin’s last words to her echo in her mind: “It’s worse.”
“Just be careful,” Aleah cautioned.
Rose suppressed a laugh. “Yeah…zombies, weird people starting a cult because they are immune to zombies, tornadoes, and we got one scared person following us. I’ll do my best to be really careful.”
The two made the dash to the house they had targeted. Once they reached it, a busted out living room window allowed easy access. The layers of dust and cobwebs gave the indication that the place was likely zombie free, but they still did a quick check.
“I mean it, Rose,” Aleah cautioned as the girl slipped out the gaping rectangle that used to be a sliding glass door. “Be careful. I really don’t like this splitting up thing.”
“I will,” Rose whispered over her shoulder as she waded through the overgrown back yard.
Aleah watched until the girl scaled the fence and vanished. With a sigh, she went about searching the house for anything. Unfortunately, this place yielded no more results than anyplace else they had checked so far. Of course, she had almost guessed that to be the case with all the busted windows.
She flipped open kitchen cabinets, not surprised to discover the contents either gone, rotted beyond recognition, or devoured by any variety of vermin. That last realization got her onto another train of thought. She had never given it much consideration, but she felt there should be a significantly larger rat population. She saw them from time to time and had learned to mostly ignore the nasty little creatures, but shouldn’t there be more? Shouldn’t they be scurrying about in huge swarms?
Filing that nugget away for when she could bring it up with Kevin, she moved back to the living room so she might get a peek outside and maybe spy their follower. She made sure to stay in the shadows.
She had just stepped into the arch that opened to the living room and could see out the tattered curtains to the street beyond when a figure scurried across the road about a block away. It was definitely a person and, unless they had learned to run crouched over, not a zombie.
A few seconds later, movement just past and to the left of where she had seen something caught her attention. She quickly recognized Rose’s frizzy puff of black hair as it bobbed along behind some bushes. A heartbeat later, the girl dashed across the street and would now be almost directly behind whoever was trailing them. Her best guess put Rose no more than fifty feet behind this person.
Deciding to improvise, Aleah went for the front door. Her mindset was that she would draw the focus and attention of this mystery person. Stepping out onto the porch, she even went so far as to pretend to whisper something over her shoulder, pause, and then shake her head.
There was a sudden flurry of activity. Aleah gasped as Rose actually climbed up onto the husk of a burnt out minivan and launched herself at an unseen target. There was a grunt and a cry of pain. Aleah took off at a run but pulled up short as Rose emerged from behind a hedge with a young man who had an arm wrenched up painfully behind his back.
“Told ya we were being followed!” the young girl hooted triumphantly. 
A few nearby creepers pushed their way out of scattered piles of debris and began to pull themselves toward the living intruders that were trespassing in their realm. Aleah gave them a wide berth, seeing no reason to bother with something so pathetic.
“Let me go!” the boy whined.
Aleah took a good look at the young man. He was in his mid to early teens by her best guess. He wore a set of tinted swimmer’s goggles, leather gloves, coveralls, and a heavy denim jacket with a bunch of patches that took her a minute to place. It was the blue police box that finally gave away the Dr. Who theme.
Rose stopped in front of Aleah and shoved the young man to his knees. His dark brown hair was a matted, tangled mess, and a big clump of it fell into the boy’s eyes. He flipped it back and looked up with a mixture of fear and something else that she could not quite place. It was that something else that set her on edge.
“Why were you following us?” Rose asked, poking the kid’s back with her blade just enough to cause a wince.
“I-I-I…” he stammered. 
Rose pressed a bit harder with her weapon and Aleah wanted desperately to stop her, but she knew that was just not going to happen. The days had long since passed where mercy could be given; it had to be earned.
“Start talking or start bleeding,” Rose said with a frightening lack of emotion.
“I saw those lunatics drop you guys off at their little dump site. I wanted to try and make contact, but the storm came and then that other lady showed up…she scared me. I saw her take down a dozen walkers like it was just part of her morning stroll.” The young man was babbling now and some of his words ran together due to him talking so fast.
“So you are trying to say that you are out here alone?” Aleah asked with a skeptical shake of the head.
The boy was silent for a moment, but finally looked up at Aleah. His dark brown eyes had filled with tears and they were spilling down his cheeks, leaving trails through the grime. He nodded.
“I am as of ten days ago. My dad cut himself breaking in to a truck that was loaded with canned goods from the Del Monte plant.” His eyes went distant as the memory played out in his mind and was relayed through a misery-tightened throat. “We couldn’t believe our luck. The truck had rolled down into a ravine down by the water. It sat high enough that the storage part was pretty much dry. That nobody had found it before was a miracle. My dad even said it had renewed his faith that there was a God, and that maybe things were going to get better. The cut didn’t even seem like that big of a deal, but by the third day, it was so red and puffy…and it smelled so bad. He got sick…and then…” The boy’s voice trailed off and was choked by a sob.
Aleah looked up at Rose who now had released her grip on the boy’s arm and taken a step back and to the side. Aleah knelt down to the boy and placed her hands on his shoulders.
“Now just put your hands in the air and get on your knees,” a voice said from off to the left. A man stepped out from behind the tree where the dead body swung in the early morning breeze.
“And then we met this couple…they had lots of medicine and even a handful of guns,” the boy said with a sneer as his head popped up. “Dad was fine and healthy in a matter of a few days. And those two nice people fed us for almost a week.”
Rose lunged forward and drove the tip of her machete into the back of the boy. It resisted just slightly before exploding out the front with a nasty crunch as bone gave way. The boy gurgled and flailed wildly with his arms, wrenching the handle of the weapon away from Rose. However, the blade had pierced his heart on its way through and the boy was dead before he hit the ground.
Aleah stood in stunned horror with no idea what to do. Rose sprung over the corpse of the boy as the man screamed in despair.
“Trent!” the man wailed. His arm dropped as he ran for the sprawled form of the boy who now lay in a spreading pool of blood that looked black on the pavement of the road.
Rose reached Aleah and yanked the older woman’s blade free, spinning on the man as he neared. His eye were so fixated on the downed form that he never even saw the blade as it came down hard. The blade bit into the flesh of his neck, driving almost halfway through before coming to a halt.
The man could only watch helplessly from his knees as the second blow finished the job. All the while, Aleah stood transfixed to where she had been while the entire scene unfolded. 
Rose walked over and stood staring at the gun that had landed with a harsh clatter on the street before skidding to a stop beside a clump of weeds that were pushing the pavement back. With a stomp of her boot there was a tremendous crunch.
“Try to take me prisoner with a toy gun…what a bunch of idiots,” the girl snarled before stomping one more time to shatter the gun in a hundred tiny pieces of black plastic.
“How the hell did you know?” Aleah finally managed, unable to take her eyes off the two corpses sprawled in the street.
“Seen enough real guns,” Rose said with a shrug. “Plus…they left a small piece of the orange plastic on the tip.”
“Why would they use a toy? There have to be thousands of abandoned real guns around.”
“No idea. And they won’t be telling us anything, so let’s just get out of here.” Pointing to a dozen or so undead beginning to wander into the area, Rose started jogging down the street.
Aleah hurried to catch up. 
 
***
 
Catie walked down the aisle of the auditorium. She noticed a few small clusters of people scattered throughout, busy at work. From the looks of things, they were scrubbing. It took her a moment for her eyes to adjust, and once they did, she realized that they were cleaning up blood.
Up on the enormous stage was a large table with several people seated around it. She recognized Jordan and Latricia. Standing between them with a folder was the doctor who had stitched her up and drawn blood. The rest of the individuals seated were not familiar, but were all looking at her with an odd scrutiny.
Thinking that she might actually be in deeper than she could handle, Catie decided that her best weapon at the moment was to simply pretend to be what she considered an average woman to be. She would not go so far as to play the lilting rose, but she would certainly not tip her hand as to how capable she was at taking lives; that was going to have to be a surprise they discovered the hard way.
“We hope you slept well,” Latricia spoke first, standing as Catie stepped up onto the stage.
“Pretty good.” That wasn’t a lie, and Catie had actually wondered if the bread had been drugged, but after the piece she had that morning, she was okay with chalking it all up to the fact that she actually felt safe.
“So, we have some good news.” Latricia nudged the doctor.
“Yes…it seems that you have absolutely no signs of any infection. I still suggest a few days of antibiotics, but you should recover perfectly.”
“Sweet,” Catie said with forced relief. Surely they did not convene a council to bring a person in and tell them they were fine. There was something else, and she had an inkling as to what it might be.
“However,” the doctor cleared his throat and shuffled through the file in his hand, “we have some more news that you may find very interesting. Certainly by now you must realize that there are some who do not succumb to the bite of the zombie. We have managed to create a test that can predict with almost total certainty whether or not somebody has that ability or immunity if you will. It seems that you are such a person.”
Catie decided to go with the “Beauty Pageant Winner” emotional response. Hands to her face, she forced tears to fill her eyes—a talent that she had honed and used as her most effective method of coercion against her dad.
“Are you serious?” she said, running over to grab the doctor in a big hug.
“The doctor is quite serious,” Latricia assured. “Which brings us to our next point.” The woman looked up and down the table at the others who remained oddly unemotional and almost apathetic. “We would like to offer you a place here…with us. We sent patrols out to look for any signs of your group and found nothing. I am afraid that you might be all alone at this point. However, you could stay here…become a part of the community.”
Catie looked from one face to the other; in turn they nodded as she made eye contact. That was actually the most response she had seen from any of them since she’d arrived before this odd council. 
Catie did not want to sound eager for fear that it would perhaps raise some flags. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and wrung her hands.
“Do you think I could maybe go out and have a look for myself? Maybe they hid from you.” 
“We called out and used your name saying that you were safe and that we could offer them safety as well,” another older woman spoke up, leaning forward in her chair. “Our group was eight women and two men to try and show a less threatening display. I am sorry, dear, but I do not believe any of your group remains in the area.”
Catie dropped her head. She would need to show an appropriate amount of emotion, but she actually believed that her plan was now working better than she could have dreamed. If they were offering her the chance to be a resident, perhaps she would be able to have a little more freedom.
There were still some things she wanted to know; like where everybody was; she had been led from one section to another of what had once been a thriving compound with a population that supposedly numbered in the thousands, but she had not seen anything other than security patrols and this little council.
“So…I could live here?” Catie hated how her voice sounded as she added a tremor to it while keeping her eyes on the floor.
“Actually, we have a little more news that you may find very exciting,” Latricia said. “Everybody here shares that same trait…all of us are immune. You would be living around people just like you.”
“And you better believe that is a benefit,” Jordan said with a good old boy laugh that reminded Catie of every cheesy used car salesman stereotype. “There are some folks out there that see that as a bad thing…and they are hunting folks like us down…executing them in cold blood just because they are different.”
Catie feigned shock. Of course Aleah and Rose had related the spiel that these folks were giving and knew all about the war between these immune people and the group calling itself The Guardians. If she had her way, both sides would simply wipe each other out completely and do the world a favor.
“Now, staying here will have some responsibilities, but we can delve into that later,” Latricia said as she moved around the table and draped an arm over Catie’s shoulder. “For today, how would you like to just get a look at your new place, find something that you like from our available rooms and perhaps start setting up your very own home?”
Catie clasped her hands together and smiled her best smile. “That would be wonderful…but are you saying that everybody here is immune to the zombie bite?” She did not want to make it seem like this revelation was no big deal.
“Everybody,” Latricia confirmed.
“What happens when somebody who isn’t immune shows up?” Catie scanned the faces staring back, trying to gauge which one might have a reaction in his or her eyes and she chose Jordan Cranston. Bingo! Just a slight tightening that hinted at disgust.
“We offer help if needed and direct them to someplace that would be safe,” Latricia said after only a slight pause. 
“You don’t let them stay?”
“It would not be in their best interest.” Latricia was now choosing her words carefully and, for Catie at least, it was very noticeable. “We have learned that, while a person can be immune to the zombie bite, it remains in the blood and can still be transmitted to others much like an STD.”
“Are you serious?” Catie blurted. 
Her mind went back to Kevin and his recently odd and distant behavior. She now had a good idea as to why. Kevin was a smart man; it was very likely that he had figured all of that out on his own…perhaps when they had spoken with those pathetic captives that had escaped The Guardians.
“Very,” Jordan said with a touch of menace. “For somebody who is not immune to remain here, they would be in danger and that would also lead to the residents here being in danger as well. We also confirmed that, even if you are immune, once you have been…infected…whatever…you will still turn when you die. We don’t know why, but an immune person can still become a zombie when they die if they have been exposed.”
“Wow!” Catie breathed. 
“So…will you stay?” Latricia asked with a syrupy sweetness.
“I would be an idiot to refuse,” Catie answered truthfully.
“Great,” Latricia guided Catie towards the rear of the stage and to a metal door, “then let’s go show you a few open rooms. You can pick the first one that strikes your fancy.”
 
***
 
“This is ridiculous,” Rose huffed as they exited what had to be the hundredth house they had searched. As with all the prior houses, this one had been stripped of absolutely anything useful.
“I think this has to be where that compound has been searching,” Aleah flopped down in a metal chair that sat on the porch of their most recent failure to locate any food.
“You think there was any truck?” Rose asked referring to the spiel that boy had been giving them.
“Maybe several months ago,” Aleah said with a shake of her head. “I doubt that anything like that is still lying around waiting to be found.”
“We found that school fully stocked,” the girl reminded.
Aleah was too tired and hungry to respond. Looking out across the street at a pair of zombies trapped on the other side of the fence surrounding the front yard, she was ready to just head back. They had already been gone much longer than they intended; if Catie had returned, she would no doubt start to worry if darkness fell before they got back.
Climbing to her feet, she began the trudge back to the warehouse complex. Along the way, they headed up streets that they had not come down. The houses looked no different and they resorted to simple spot checks of every third or fourth residence, but the results continued to be the same.
At last, they reached the maze of warehouses. The absolute silence made everything just that much creepier as darkness began to extend the shadows until the entire place was shrouded in black.
Morning came and they scanned the compound at first light. There was still no sign of Catie, and the continued lack of activity throughout the campus was as ominous as ever. 
“What about over there?” Rose pointed. It was actually in the general direction of the compound and looked to be a neighborhood consisting of townhouses.
“Doubtful,” Aleah sighed. “That is even closer than the neighborhood we searched yesterday. “That was probably the first place they hit.”
“Well…” Rose scanned with her binoculars, “…there is that neighborhood on the other side of those train tracks.”
Aleah adjusted her scan to where the younger girl indicated. It looked no different from where they had just searched, but doing nothing was a guarantee that they would continue to go hungry. Also, she was not sure about Rose, but she had less than a half of a canteen of water.
It hit her out of the blue. For the first time since all of this had begun, they were in danger of suffering from hunger and thirst. While there had been times when things were slim, nothing compared to their current situation. How had she survived over a year without this happening? 
“I guess we don’t have a choice.”
“Sure we do,” Rose said with forced good nature. “We can just lay here and starve to death.”
Once again, the two set off in search of food. The scattered clouds were beginning to crowd together to provide a gloomy overcast that matched Aleah’s mood. She was really glad that she did not believe in omens as a roll of distant thunder announced their departure from the warehouse complex.
 
***
 
Catie looked around the place that she was told she could call home. She had to admit that she was just a little impressed. They had obviously put in a lot of hard work to get this place in the condition it was in currently. What had once been a large classroom had been turned into four apartments; each separated by a dividing wall that went from floor to ceiling. 
The “apartment” had a small living room and bedroom. The bathroom facilities (outhouses like the kind she remembered from the county fair) for the entire compound were centralized and one was just inside the main foyer of her building. Showers were inside as well, and each resident was allotted one every other day.
She had a window that was barred on the outside (she was told that there was no sense not taking precautions when it came to simple security). Her bed was just a cot, but it had a small foam mattress. The compound supposedly ate in shifts at the cafeteria. She was anxious for the first meal in order to actually get a look at some people and hopefully catch a glimpse of Heather until she was told that there had been an accident in the kitchen and meals were being delivered for the next few days.
The door shut and Catie waited a few minutes before trying the knob. She was surprised to discover that it was not locked. Venturing out to the corridor, she was also not surprised to discover that the other apartments were empty. She reached the doors that opened outside and stopped in her tracks.
Standing just about twenty feet away were a pair of armed guards. They might be trying to look like they were just engaged in casual conversation, but Catie knew sentries when she saw them. With a sigh, she returned to her room.
Once there, she watched out her window. It only took her an hour or so to get the timing down on the roving patrols. Still, she did not understand what could have happened here that was so drastic. This place was on lockdown, of that she was certain.
As night came and her meal was delivered by a man and woman she had never seen before, but both made it a point to go above and beyond the concept of friendly, Catie decided that it was likely that she would have no choice other than to escape. She would have to leave Kevin and Heather behind. She did not like the idea, but she also knew that she could not remain here much longer. Rose and Aleah would definitely be worried by now.
She did not relish the idea of returning with this news; but once again, Kevin’s mantra proved prophetic. If this were in fact the movies, she would have walked by Heather in a corridor and been able to exchange a secret glance of recognition, or perhaps she would have passed a partially open door where she would catch just the briefest glimpse of Kevin on a gurney or something. All she had to show for her trip was the news that she was immune to the zombie bite and a few hot meals.
“This sucks,” Catie grumped as she flopped down on her bed and began to plot her escape.
When night fell, she crept to the door. The corridor was pitch black. Stepping out into it, she made her way to the double-doored exit. What she saw was a blessing and a curse. A light rain was falling. That meant there would be little to no ambient light to guide herself by. This place had limited electrical power, but they were very frugal with the use. They did not seem to see the need to light up the compound by night. She imagined that was probably a wise choice; lights at night would make them a target for miles around.
Scanning the area, she was amused to discover that there was a pair of sentries standing in almost the exact same location that she had seen earlier. Just as before, they looked to simply be passing the time in conversation. She watched for a few minutes and eventually felt confident that they were far enough away that, if she was quiet, she could at least get out of her building unnoticed.
Pressing on the metal bar that would open the door, Catie felt her heart sink. She had not even considered trying to open the door to the outside in broad daylight; that would have drawn attention. However, she had also failed to ensure that the door was not locked.
The frustration welled up. Suddenly, the feeling of claustrophobia began to invade her senses. She was a prisoner. They could guild the cage in any way they chose, but facts were facts. Catie was trapped.
She would need to come up with a new plan.
 
***
 
Rose slid down the hill on her butt. When she reached bottom, her ankles jarred a little. She had not realized the drop off was quite that steep. She was about to warn Aleah when the older woman burst through the brush  on her butt and dropped that last eight or so feet to the bottom of this cut where the train tracks sliced through the area.
In either direction only a few lone figures could be seen shambling in the distance; none close enough to warrant concern. The pair crossed the eight sets of tracks and reached the other side. Getting up would prove a shade more difficult, and Aleah boosted Rose up first. The girl turned and sprawled on her belly as soon as she made it up over the lip. She was not thrilled that she was forced to lay sprawled on a hill that had her body at a perilous slant; so much so that she could feel the blood starting to rush to her head. Reaching down, she gave Aleah a hand up.
Once the two crossed the tracks, they had another steep slide down. But neither moved an inch as they looked out over the ruins of a neighborhood that had obviously seen some hellishness in the past year. 
This is what I imagined every neighborhood to look like, Aleah thought as she took in the scene that unspooled before them. Houses were a mix of burnt shells, graffiti-tagged, or sites of massive death. Corpses were everywhere in varied states of decomposition. Some showed obvious signs of having been turned and eventually put down with a variety of head wounds that went from a single clean shot to a close range shotgun blast that left little remaining above the neck. To compound to the scene, there were zombies wandering everywhere. Some would stumble into one house or another and vanish from sight, while others seemed content to peek inside and then drift away; it brought to mind a macabre version of a block party as Aleah took it all in.
“I don’t know if we are gonna find anything here,” Rose breathed as she watched a legless zombie dragging itself along with hands that looked to be missing most of their flesh.
Yards as far as they could see were a mix of litter and bodies. In front of one house a child zombie sat with legs spread and a suitcase between them. It seemed intent on trying to get at the contents, but lacked the dexterity to operate the zipper and so it would alternate between pawing at the large leather rectangle and a tentative gnaw on one corner or another. For some reason, Aleah was transfixed by the scene. There was something in the act that was more curious and sad than frightening.
“I think this is the best chance we have,” Aleah finally whispered as she sought a way down to the first house that would offer cover. “So much zombie activity…I doubt many people would venture too far into this neighborhood.”
“Yeah,” Rose snorted, “and that is probably for good reason.”
“We can do this.” Aleah turned to the girl. “But it is going to call for something that might be more dangerous than normal.”
“You are not doing a very good job of convincing me,” Rose quipped. “And if you say split up—”
“We have to split up,” Aleah said in a rush, cutting the girl off. “But hear me out.”
Aleah laid out her plan. Rose didn’t like it, but she saw the sense in what was suggested.
“So who gets to do what?” Rose asked, returning her gaze to the endless nightmare that stretched out for as far as the eye could see. This neighborhood had not fared well.
She wondered if maybe this was one of the first locations to fall. It did not look like anybody here made it out alive…or tried to escape.
“I want you to stay up here in this ridge and start making noise once I get down by that little white house with all the boards in the yard like somebody was going to try and secure the place but never finished. I am going on a hunch, but if somebody was going through the trouble of trying to secure that house…maybe they had some supplies inside.”
Rose made no effort to hide her skepticism. Still, what did they have to lose at this point? She was so hungry that dizziness was almost a normal state. It was like a continuous hangover with none of the fun stuff from the night before.
“Move south about a hundred yards and start as soon as you see me wave my hand,” Aleah instructed. “I am going to get down to the house next door and try to get over the fence without drawing any attention.” 
Aleah took off her pack and dumped its meager contents on the ground. A few scraps of paper and her piece of flint along with a well-used sharpening stone were all that tumbled out. Removing her canteen, she gave it a shake to show that it still had at least a few swallows left.
“What are you doing?” Rose hissed; her voice a mixture of anger and suspicion.
“If I don’t make it…this is not much, but we really can’t afford to waste anything.”
“But—” the girl started to protest; Aleah put her gloved hand up to silence any arguments.
“This is just being practical. I’m not planning on getting eaten…but I doubt many people do. It’s not like there is much to begin with.”
“What is on those scraps of paper?” Rose picked one up and unfolded the wad, flattening it out on her knee so that she could read it.
“Just some notes to Kevin. These are all the things I want to say to him the next time we see each other.”
“So why aren’t you taking them?” Rose picked up another and read it. “If you aren’t planning on being eaten, then you should keep these. They don’t take up any room and they weigh nothing. Shove ‘em in your pocket or something.”
“I said I wasn’t planning on being eaten…but if something happens, I want these safe. If you do ever see him again—”
“No!” This time it was Rose who did the cutting off with a raised hand. “You keep these. If something goes wrong and we get split up…you may need them. In case you forgot…I am the bait in this little plan.”
Aleah looked at the crumpled pieces of paper. At last, she reached out and took them, stuffing them into the pockets of her jeans that were barely staying on even with the piece of rope she had used to create a makeshift belt. Of course that only served to remind her of how hungry she was and how long it had been since she’d eaten.
“No sense waiting around or putting this off any longer,” Aleah said with a forced laugh. If she was being honest with herself, she did not really relish the idea of going down there. She knew very well how tired and weak she was; also, she worried about how her lack of food might affect her reaction time in a pinch.
Rose moved away to where she had been directed and Aleah slid down the berm as slowly, quietly, and carefully as she could. By the time she reached the bottom, a handful of nearby zombies had already turned and were moving in her direction.
Getting to her feet, Aleah rushed to take them out before their moans could start up and alert the others. By the time she finished, her hand was buzzing from the series of blows she’d dealt. There had been no time to aim or go for the easy shots. She had to work fast and efficient; that meant downward strikes to the tops of the head where the skull was the hardest. 
At last she was clear and made her run. Coming to a sliding stop beside the house next to her target, Aleah turned to find Rose and give her the signal. She was a little shaken by how far away and small the girl seemed. Shaking off the sense of dread that was trying to build, she waved her hand.
Rose wasted no time. Aleah was actually surprised at first by how loud the girl was as she started yelling taunts from her place up on the ridge. From where she hid crouched down low, she watched as dozens of zombies stumbled past on the street out front.
The sound of gravel being scuffled underfoot caused Aleah to jump. She almost fell on her face as she caught her feet on each other in her attempt to stand and turn at the same time. Less than five feet away, a single zombie was coming for her…hands outstretched. She was just raising her machete to strike when a deep and thundering explosion caused the ground to shudder just a bit.
She had to swing twice to end the zombie as the explosion caused her aim to be off the first time. Her swing came down and bit into the shoulder, shattering bone and biting deep into the flesh, but otherwise having no effect on the zombified teenage boy missing a large chunk of his left bicep. The second shot hit solid on the crown of the head and dropped the creature. Aleah jerked her weapon free and spun in the direction the blast had come from.
To the east of the neighborhood—in the direction of the compound where Kevin and Heather were being held—a black plume of smoke rose skyward. She noticed that Rose had stopped her efforts to draw the attention of the zombies and was turned and looking off in the direction of the ominous black cloud. She also noticed that the zombies had altered their course as well and were moving a bit more easterly. However, she also had at least a partial understanding of why it seemed that so many of the zombies had stayed in this neighborhood; they could not climb the berm. Some would make it almost halfway up before tumbling back down the steep incline, taking out any other zombies that had been behind them.
Just then, another blast shook the ground. This one was even larger than the first. Aleah had no doubts as to the origin.
“What are you up to, Catie?”
 
***
 
Catie moved down the side of the building. She had some serious doubts as to how these people had survived this long. Morning had come and Latricia arrived with breakfast. Catie had asked about why she had been locked in at night.
“We lock down the entire facility at night,” the woman answered a little too quickly. “Just a precaution…still got a lot of bad things out there.”
After wolfing down the meal—she no longer feared that her food might be drugged and those eggs were simply too tasty looking to resist—Catie was told that she could come outside and take a tour. The pair ambled about the compound and Catie decided it was time to press for information.
“So where is everybody? All I see are the sentries. That seems sort of strange.”
“We had an incident recently and the entire population is going through a quarantine process,” Latricia said smoothly.
“But if everybody is immune…” Catie let that last word hang like a question. It would be better if she could remain as open ended as possible. That usually was the best way to garner tidbits of information. If you gave specifics, then you got specifics in return; if not absolute denials and deceptions.
“Actually, it was not zombie related.” Latricia looked around and then lowered her voice conspiratorially. “We had a bit of a rebellion. A few people tried to take control and started a bit of a riot.”
“Wow,” Catie breathed. She did not have to fake her reaction; she was actually semi-impressed with the cover story. Now to see if she could get in a bit deeper. “Was anybody hurt?”
“Actually, the people responsible killed a few of our women.”
“Harsh.” Catie sensed an opening and tried to pry it loose. “But why would they kill women? Were the women part of your council or government or whatever it is you have here?”
“Worse,” Latricia said with what was almost a sob. “They killed a pregnant woman. Poor thing had an infant daughter.”
“So now everybody is locked up?”
“It is only temporary until we are certain that we have dealt with those responsible. We are keeping everybody updated as best we can and hope to have it all wrapped up in a few days at the most.” 
Catie listened to the spiel as they walked. She was trying to see how it all tied together with Kevin and Heather. They walked past a series of large capsule-shaped tanks that were lined up along the back of the building that housed the auditorium. 
It was at that moment that she realized there was just not anything she could hope to accomplish here. Aleah would probably hate her for it, but the reality was that Kevin was lost. It would take a miracle for her to do anything to save him. Her best hope was that she could wreak a sort of vengeance that might provide at least some sort of closure. 
Not for the first time, she cursed Kevin and his repeated mantra of how the real zombie apocalypse had nothing in common with its film version. The movie version of Catie would be the hero, rescuing her comrades from certain death or whatever these freaks had in mind. The real Catie was simply going to have to cut her losses. She was staring at a golden opportunity that she could not pass up.
Latricia never saw it coming. Catie struck the woman a solid blow to the temple that stunned her. The second punch to the jaw put the woman out. Standing over the sprawled figure, she looked around and was glad nobody was in eyesight. She quickly stripped the weapons from the woman and scanned for her best way out.
About fifty yards and barely visible over the roof of the auditorium was a watch tower. She quickly dragged the limp body of Latricia over and behind one of the large metal capsules. Ensuring that she was not being observed, Catie made certain that her jacket covered the Uzi she had just liberated and then hurried for the watch tower.
When she reached it, she scrambled up the ladder. A woman peeked down just as Catie reached the rail and was about to pull herself over.
“What the hell!” the woman said with a start, but that was all she managed as Catie vaulted over the rail and punched her in the throat as hard as she could. She felt something crunch under the blow and the woman went to her knees making a whistling and wet sound as she tried to suck air in past her ruined wind pipe. Grasping the woman by the head, Catie gave a violent twist and laid the body to the side.
Giving the body a quick pat down, Catie discovered a flare gun. She also noticed that a large hand cranked siren was mounted in one corner of the watch tower. This was no doubt the extent of their “intricate” security. She was about to climb over and exit the facility when a thought struck her.
These people would no doubt send somebody after her. And with all the open ground, she would be an easy target. What she needed was a good diversion. She looked back into the compound and watched as a roving two-person patrol rounded a corner of the auditorium. She gave herself a mental pat on the back for stashing Latricia’s body. The fact that the two were walking along and engrossed in their conversation meant that they had obviously not discovered her handiwork.
Scurrying back down the ladder, Catie jogged to the corner of the building and peeked around. She knew propane tanks would cause a nice distraction. She recalled an episode of Mythbusters that had debunked the whole thing about how they would blow up just by having a bullet or two fired at them. She pulled out the flare gun and smiled.
“Hey!” a voice from behind her called. Catie felt her smile grow bigger.
Maybe Kevin was right about things not being like the movies, but sometimes life threw you a bone or two. She recognized Jordan’s voice and turned. She already had her pistol in her hand, so he never really stood a chance. Catie saw no need to talk things over, so she fired two rounds into the man’s chest. He was dead before he hit the ground; a look of confusion etched permanently on his face.
Of course that also brought with it a few shouts of alarm. Firing a gun tended to do that, Catie mused as she sighted on the closest tank and pulled the trigger a few more times. The hiss of propane was instantaneous. Waiting a couple of seconds for some of the gas to hopefully pool up in the air around the tanks, Catie drew the flare gun and stuck her arm around the corner, firing blindly.
She turned to run as the first explosion erupted with a violent ‘WHUMP’ and a wave of heat that sent her sprawling on her stomach. Scrambling to her feet, Catie hurried up the ladder of the watch tower. She kept detecting something in the periphery of her hearing and it took her a moment to realize that it was the sounds of bullets plinking off the guard tower.
She threw herself over the rail and flopped down beside the corpse of the woman that she had killed. Catie screamed when the woman opened her mouth and let loose with a mewling growl. Kicking away, Catie fumbled for the handgun and shot the female sentry-turned-zombie in the forehead.
Another explosion, this one larger than the first, shook the ground and caused Catie’s ears to ring from the violence. Struggling to her feet, Catie staggered to the rail of the tower and threw her legs over; pushing off, hit the ground and rolled, coming to her feet just as a third explosion sent another jet of flame skyward.
Taking off for the barricade of vehicles about a hundred yards away, Catie made it a point to zig and zag at random in case somebody was trying to get a shot at her. When she reached all of the crammed in vehicles, she hauled herself up on to the hood of what turned out to be a school bus. Taking one last look over her shoulder, Catie could not help but feel a bit of sadness as well as the sense of failure. She would really miss Kevin.
 
***
 
Heather stared out through the bars of her window. She was now certain that something was not right. It had been almost a week and she had not been able to see one of her friends. The excuses she was being given were making no sense. From what she was being told, Aleah was suffering from complications involving her miscarriage, Kevin was in a coma, and Rose had run away.
Of all of them, only the bit about Rose might be true. Kevin had fainted, there was no reason that he should have gone into some sort of coma. Also, she had been with Aleah initially and the woman had been heartbroken, but other than that, she was about as healthy as they came. And if there were complications as she had been told, then why couldn’t she go and at least sit bedside?
The second night, there had been what sounded like gunshots and some screaming, but she could not tell where from. Latricia had claimed that a small attack had been launched against the compound, but that it had been handled.
Then that storm had come. Heather knew a tornado when she saw one. She had actually been disappointed when it passed well to the east. Latricia came that evening and said that she would have to remain confined for just a while longer because of security issues and the fact that recent events had kept her from being processed and allowed out in the general population. The thing was, ever since the night of the so-called attack, she had not seen any of the general population going about their daily business from her window. It was like the entire compound had vanished except for the roving guards.
She was tired of hearing all the excuses. She was going to demand to be let out, and if that Latricia woman tried to stop her, well then she was going to discover that Heather Godwin was no pushover.
Only…nobody had come yesterday. When she woke this morning to discover a tray set inside the door, she had banged on the door, yelled, screamed and even trashed the room. None of it brought a single person to tell her to quiet down or anything.
Now, she stared out the window. Every so often, a team of roving guards would pass by. They didn’t even glance her direction when she pounded on the glass. 
With nothing to do but wait, Heather had pulled a chair up to the window. When she saw Latricia stroll into view, she was about to pound again. 
Then she spied Catie!
At first she had not believed her eyes. She was now confused more than anything else. How had Catie found them? And more importantly, why was Catie allowed to be out and about while she was locked up?
She pounded on the window, but neither of them so much as glanced in her direction. They were engaged in some sort of conversation…and then Catie hauled off and punched Latricia in the head! Heather renewed her pounding, but apparently they were not able to hear because Catie connected with another punch that knocked Latricia out cold. 
Heather could only watch as Catie performed a pat down, removing a few things before dragging the unconscious form over to the large white tanks that were in a row along the rear of the auditorium building. Then…Catie vanished around a corner.
Heather felt tears welling up in her eyes. She slid down the wall and hung her head in despair. If Catie was here and taking people out, then this place was as bad as she had come to believe. What did that mean for her? For Aleah? Kevin? Now she hoped that the rumors about Rose running away were true; at least that way, one of them would escape whatever hell these people had in store.
A sound that reminded her of muted bubble wrap being popped came. One blister…a second blister…
A muffled ‘WHUMP’ came a few seconds later…and then the ground shook violently. Somehow, Heather had been slid across the floor of her room. She looked up at the window and realized that it seemed to resemble what she imagined a portal to hell would look like. What added to the peculiar vision was that the glass had turned white. It took her a few seconds to realize that it must be some sort of safety glass, and that it had come close to shattering.
She climbed to her feet when a thought struck her. That was a single explosion…but there were at least a half dozen of those tanks in a row! Heather dove. Sliding under her bed just as the second blast came. This one was too much for the weakened window and the glass shattered inward, spraying the room in little square-ish cubes of glittering shrapnel. Her room became unbearably hot for a few seconds and then it felt as if all the air was sucked out that gaping hole where her window had once been.
There was a third blast much smaller than the first or second. By now, smoke was pouring into Heather’s room. Heather peered out from under the bed. The bars that had covered the window on the outside were now a twisted mess, but there was no way she could hope to escape in that direction without being roasted.
Turning, she had to do a double take. The door to her room was gone; not merely open, but missing entirely. Moving to the opening, Heather peered out into the hallway and was not surprised to discover that it was empty. Moving cautiously, she rounded a corner and saw a door that led to the outside at the far end.
Reaching the door, she could look outside. What she saw had her literally scratching her head in confusion. 
The compound—at least what she could see of it—was empty of any human activity. She had expected to see some sort of security force scurrying about in response to the explosions. Giving the door a push, she was mildly surprised to discover that it opened.
The air was thick with the smell of burning. The acridness of burnt wood mingled with the chemical stink of melting plastic stung the back of her throat.
Looking around, Heather suddenly realized that she had no idea where to go. She could not go the way she had seen Catie disappear; there was a raging inferno that direction. Her only choice was to head across the compound and hope that she did not get shot as an intruder or blamed for what Catie had done.
She needed to find Aleah and Kevin. She wanted to run. Picking one of the buildings at random, Heather headed across the open compound. She had just reached the doors when a group of armor clad individuals sprinted past; a variety of rifles in hand.
“That can’t be good,” she sighed as she opened the door to a long corridor that was thick with the stench of human sweat, urine, and excrement.
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Muddy Waters
 
“We got big trouble!” BP yelled up at us as my group poured out onto the landing. He fired another burst and then dove behind one of the checkout aisles just as a torrent of return fire shattered what little remaining glass jutted from the entry doors as well as chewing up and pulverizing the Linoleum floor.
I spun to the young man who we had as our prisoner. He cowered as I advanced, and I felt a sick feeling grow in my stomach. I hated what I was probably going to have to do in the next few moments. 
Reaching out with one hand—I only briefly noted that it was still stained with blood—I grabbed the guy by his throat and slammed him into the nearest wall. Leaning in close, I could actually smell the stench of his fear; he had just messed his pants.
“Who are you people, how many are there, and why are you attacking us?” I snarled.
His mouth moved, opening and closing like a fish pulled from the river. His eyes were wide and I saw tears spring to them.
“My dad…” he gasped, “…I just wanted to be with my dad.”
“You and just about anybody else still alive. Now I am only going to ask you one more time. Then…” I yanked my huge knife from its sheath, the blade still sticky with darkness, “…I am going to start peeling you until you tell me what I want to know.”
“Billy!” I heard Katrina cry. I also heard what sounded like a struggle taking place behind me. She had probably tried to step up and interfere. Obviously somebody else in my group understood that the old rules were simply not applicable any longer. To survive in this world, you had to be able to throw a switch and shut a part of yourself off when it was necessary. 
I stared at this guy’s face. He was probably close to my age; maybe a year or two older. He and I might have been friends under any other circumstance. I leaned in a bit closer and said just loud enough that only he could hear me. Despite the fact that I had accepted what I must become at the moment, that did not mean I wanted everybody to hear the terrible things I was saying.
“I will start by cutting off your balls.” I brought my knife down and covertly flipped it so that the sharp side was down before bringing it up between his legs. 
“Our group is made up of six or seven different military units. The majority of us were in Pocatello, Idaho. That was where my dad’s unit was sent when this started. When the town fell, we retreated to Boise. That was when we found the airbase. They were in communication with several other groups. Army, Marines, Special Forces, even some National Guard units.
“A group of Marines came on line one day and it sounded like they were in big trouble. They were on the run from a herd being led by some biker gang. At least that is what they said. My dad was on radio duty that night and told them where we were located. He told them that if they could reach us, we could repel whatever was coming. Only, when the Marines arrived…” 
The guy’s voice trailed off. I could tell that he was reliving whatever hell had taken place. Unfortunately, I did not have time for him to sift through his feelings. The sounds of gunfire had died down to the occasional burst, but it sounded like our guys were returning fire with diminished frequency. Despite what the movies portray, a person can only carry so much ammunition. Once it is gone, you are screwed. I gave a little bit of upward pressure with my knife hand and the words resumed pouring out.
“There were too many…the zombies were like a tidal wave, flattening our perimeter fence. We had never seen anything like it before. We sent messages out to everybody that we were in contact with that our base was being overrun and that it looked like people were using zombies as part of their attack. 
“Once the herd pushed through the gates and did away with any remaining personnel, it was a simple matter for raiders to come in after the place was clear and loot whatever was left. During the evac, I lost my dad. We got separated when his truck hit something. He had insisted that we be in separate vehicles if the need to evacuate ever came. 
“The group that I was with made a run for the closest military unit we knew of from our radio contacts. When we got there, it was a mess. Nobody was in charge, they had…acquired some civilian females and were treating them terribly. One of the men in our truck, a guy named Saunders—”
“Wait!” I snapped, unable to believe that my suspicion could be correct. “Jon Saunders?”
“Uhh…yeah…you know him?”
“I do, and skip the rest of your story for now. Is this group that is trying to invade us friends of Jon’s?” The kid’s eyes dropped. That was answer enough. “Just tell me how many and what you guys are packing.”
“Our strength is one hundred and seven.”
That didn’t seem too bad. So obviously their success was based on the weapons that they were using. There was a momentary pause in the shooting that seemed ominous as silence flooded in to replace the cacophony that had my ears ringing.
“And what the hell kind of firepower are you guys packing?” I needed that answer most of all. He opened his mouth when a new batch of gunfire erupted. 
I had all but forgotten about Darla and her group up on the roof. There was a loud “WHUMP” and another explosion. Debris and smoke poured in through the shattered entrance doors. I waited for the large caliber machine guns to resume, but there was nothing. Shoving my prisoner away, I moved along the wall and descended the cement stairs. Each step was taken with caution as I continued to wait for the shooting to begin with sudden and deadly ferocity.
“Billy!” I heard a voice calling down from outside. It was Darla; that was the sweetest thing I could imagine at the moment.
Disregarding my earlier caution, I dashed out, hearing others coming up behind me in my wake. As I reached the decimated sally-port of the Walmart and peered out to the parking lot, I saw what had once been some sort of giant pushcart lying on its side with the twisted remains of one big ass gun mounted on it. In a crude semi-circle around the now defunct weapon were at least a dozen bodies—or parts in some cases—scattered on the ground. Most were still smoldering. The concrete had been turned black in a huge, uneven splotch centered on the pushcart.
I moved away from the building’s façade and looked up to see Darla and her group standing along the lip of the roof. Darla held up what looked like a burlap book bag.
“Homemade satchel charges,” she called down. “Can you believe that?”
Since I didn’t really know what a satchel charge was, much less a homemade one, I gave a smile, a shrug, and a wave. Groans from behind me forced me to turn back around and view the carnage spread out before me.
A few of the bodies on the ground were twitching or crawling, and I began making short work of them. I noticed BP and a few others join in, but Katrina was standing with her arms across her chest in obvious disapproval. I paused beside her and saw a very clear look of condemnation etched on her face.
“You have a problem with this?” I asked after stabbing the body at my feet in the back of the head.
“So we are murderers now?” she shot back.
“We are ending their misery,” I replied. “I realize that it seems cruel, but letting them suffer would be far worse. And before you even say it, do you know how difficult it is to treat burn victims? Even back before this nightmare began, burns were harsh. We have neither the facilities nor the supplies to do anything for these people. The best we can offer is a quick death.”
“Sounds like things have settled down!” Darla called from above, breaking the uncomfortable stare down between me and Katrina.
I gave a wave of acknowledgement and returned to the gruesome task at hand. Once it was finished, everybody gathered together out in the parking lot. I sent in a couple of our group to remain with the people in the makeshift hospital until proper help arrived. I instructed Darla to remain up on the roof.
“What do we do now?” somebody asked.
“We hold this location and wait.” As far as I was concerned, we had done our share of the work when it came to repelling the attack. We even had a prisoner to show for it. 
That got me to thinking. Once Graham or whoever was still in charge after this ordeal was sorted out arrived, I might never see this guy again. He had some information that I wanted, and this could very well be my only opportunity to question him.
“Everybody take defensive positions just in case,” I said, turning back to the entrance of the Walmart. “Give me a holler if somebody shows up…no matter what side they are on.”
Returning to the manager’s office where I had left our prisoner, I entered and asked the person who had remained as a guard to please excuse us. He left and I took a seat, nodding that my prisoner should do the same.
“So…what’s your name?” I asked.
“Gable…Gable Matczak,” he answered as he slumped down into the chair on the other side of the desk from me.
“Okay, Gable, let’s start from the beginning. You say that your group arrived at a military base, and that a Marine named Jon Saunders was with you. You arrived to find things in a bad way, and Jon did what exactly?”
“He asked to talk to the officer in charge,” Gable replied. “When this man came out, Jon asked him what in the hell was going on here. He demanded to know why civilians were being abused. The officer and Jon started arguing and it turned into a fight. Pretty soon, people were shooting at each other. All of a sudden, one guy comes out of a building, I was underneath our truck, but I saw that he was carrying a freaking flamethrower. I figured that Jon was a goner, but the guy spun on his own people and lit them up good.”
That had to be Jesus Sanchez, I thought, remembering his arrival to our compound with Jon and Jake. I had really liked that guy. Hell, I’d looked up to and liked them all at one point. 
“The battle went on for quite a while, and when things died down, I was too scared to move. I had no idea which side had won. Eventually, I saw one of the men who had ridden with us when we escaped our old command post. I assumed that Jon managed to find some support in this new post besides the guy with the flamethrower and somehow managed to take down the bad guys.”
Gable stopped, and I saw tears well up in his eyes. It did not take a genius or a mind reader to know that he had been incorrect in that assumption. I decided that I did not need to force the story from him, Gable would speak on his own time and I could perhaps free my conscience of some of the guilt it was holding on to for the way that I treated him just a few brief moments ago.
“Two of the men that rode in my truck had turned and decided to join that gang of animals. I was stuck with no choice but to go along.” 
I leaned back in my chair and raised my eyebrows at him. I think he just realized what he’d said, because his face flushed and he fumbled over his words trying to explain himself.
“No….wait…I didn’t…what I meant was—”
“You meant that you had to travel with these guys because you had no other choice,” I offered his explanation and he nodded vigorously.
“I kept hoping that we would find my dad,” Gable said glumly. “I knew that if we found him, I could get away from those bastards. But I also knew that going out on my own would be a good way to get myself killed. 
“They just threw all the bodies in a pile and torched it. Didn’t matter if they were soldier or civilian, they treated ‘em all no better than you would one of those walking corpses. I fell in and just did what I was told. When there were raids on nearby camps, I went if they made me, but I swear…I never laid a hand on anybody in that way. I felt like garbage for not doing anything to stop it, but I was all by myself and knew they would either kill me or make me a part of their sick and twisted entertainment.”
I heard an awful lot in that last sentence. I had seen my share of sick and twisted, but I was pretty sure that there was plenty I had missed. It sounded like poor Gable had seen far more…and far worse.
“One day, our camp got hit by one of those herds. I knew it was just a matter of time. The way they carried on and didn’t seem to give a damn about how much noise they made, I knew that the zombies would find us sooner than later. We lost probably two dozen of our numbers that night. We were too drunk to run after just finding an almost perfectly intact liquor store. There had been serious drinking and most of the people they’d been keeping as prisoners were fortunate since they ended up dying before the herd arrived. Still, we became more of a roaming terror squad after that.
“Then we met this other group of soldiers. One of them was this guy named Winters. If the folks I’d been with were scary and mean, they had nothing on Winters. That guy was a walking nightmare.”
I felt my blood run cold. Something told me that a lot of things were about to fall into place. The bad part was that I was not sure if that was something I wanted or not. Gable saw my expression change and he swallowed hard.
“You knew Winters, too?” he asked incredulously. I nodded, and he continued his tale. “He killed our leader and took charge, establishing a chain of command. It was really crazy those first few days. Winters had quite a few females with him, but they weren’t prisoners. And if I had thought that the men I’d been travelling with were a nasty bunch…” He shook his head and looked at me with a haunted expression. “Those women were some of the most vicious, terrible…” He shuddered and rubbed at his arms as if to try and ward off the cold. “God, I don’t even want to call them humans. They were horrible.”
“So I still don’t know how you guys ended up out here,” I said. 
What I wasn’t saying was that I also did not know how the group that Gable travelled with had gotten separated from Winters. I had thought we eliminated all of his evil minions a while ago when Jon, Jake and I had been in their compound and employed the New World Era version of a bio-weapon. That was also when both men had contaminated Winters’ compound’s water supply with their infected blood.
“Winters got word from one of our patrols of a well-organized group of survivors up in the mountains.” 
Ah, I thought, that would have been us.
“But they also discovered another military outpost via radio. These guys were only a few in number, but they were protecting a massive cache of supplies. Winters convinced them that we could help. He knew all the right codes and so they had no reason to suspect that he was some sort of monster worse than the damn zombies. 
“I was sent with that group. We showed up to this massive underground bunker. It was loaded with everything. I still don’t know why we didn’t all just decide that it was good enough to call home. It was in some sort of mountainous region with no nearby towns. There was nothing for miles and practically zero threat from zombies. And even if a herd came by, we could simply slip below ground and wait them out.
“I think they had just become too addicted to the power they could wield over people unfortunate enough to cross their path. We actually had started talking about making the place a permanent home and saying to hell with Winters and the rest, but it wasn’t even a month before the fighting began. They all acted like smokers who had been forced to quit. Basically mean, nasty, and foul-tempered to the point where the simplest things would set somebody off. Hell, at least ten people ended up dead from one fight or another.
“We loaded up everything we could transport with the various contraptions that were concocted and set out to return to La Grande where Winters had told us all to meet. He had mentioned that there was another settlement supposedly in town that had gone a good way towards establishing a sustainable living area complete with farmland and even a possible National Guard armory close by.
“We got bogged down when the snow came and decided to hold up in a small town.” Gable shuddered and I had a feeling that there had been survivors in whatever small town his group had chosen to call home until the passes were clear. He looked up at me, and I could see something in his eyes that told me more than his words ever could or would. 
“We actually found that compound that Winters spoke of as we came through the mountain pass a few weeks ago, but it was empty. Whoever had been there, they sure busted their asses to get it in proper order. I felt bad that those poor people fell to somebody like Winters and his evil band of degenerates. They had a freakin’ moat around a massive log cabin that sat up on a hill. There was a healthy stream nearby and plenty of open land that could have been farmed. Not to mention they were back from the road far enough that nobody would ever find them unless they were looking for them.”
I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I was one of those people. I also was not ready to share how Winters had met his end. While I was almost a hundred percent certain that this guy was being straight up with me, I had learned to always conserve at least a kernel of mistrust when dealing with strangers. Hell, Jake had taught me that I should keep it once I believed that I knew somebody.
“The only reason that Winters knew about the place was because he had a guy who had apparently hooked up with Jon and had information about just where he was supposedly heading. One of his men that got separated on some mission or another had run into Jon while he was out leading a team on a foraging mission. I’d heard the name a few times and knew him from our compound. Part of me believes that it was Winters who engineered the attack on our original compound where I got separated from my dad. Having seen how they work to establish communication and then take a place down, it would not be too far-fetched. That same guy had been in my truck.”
I felt the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand up. This was way too much. I was almost afraid to ask, but my mouth apparently felt no such restraint.
“Was the guy named Jake Beebe?”
Gable looked at me with wide eyes and his mouth hung open. I was about to start an entirely new line of questioning when he blurted.
“Jake Beebe was my dad!”
Now it was my turn to stare wide-eyed and slack-jawed. How in the hell was that possible? I tried to reconcile all of the bits and pieces that I knew to make the answer add up.
Jake had arrived back at our place with Jon Saunders and Jesus Sanchez a little before winter. They had talked about escaping from someplace, but there had never been much detail given.
“But your name is Matczak,” I stammered.
“Yeah, my folks split when I was young,” Gable explained. “My mom remarried and her husband adopted me. I hadn’t seen or heard from my dad in a long time. In fact, the first time I ever heard from him was when this stuff all started. Jake called in the middle of the night. He told me where he was and that I needed to get my mom and haul ass to him as fast as I could.”
“What about your…” I paused, not sure where to go with this. “What about your dad. I mean…you know…the guy whose last name you have?”
“Oh,” Gable waved a dismissive hand, “he and my mom split up when I was like twelve or so. I hadn’t seen that dick in almost a decade.”
I decided to just leave alone the fact that obviously Jake was aware that his mom and her second husband had split based on the fact that he gave what sounded to me like a pretty specific invite. Still, I was not seeing something here, and it nagged at me. I brushed it aside, hoping that it would reveal itself sooner or later. For now, I had the hard question still to ask.
“So, where is your mom?”
Gable’s face fell just a bit more. I didn’t need the answer. I probably should have left the obvious alone. I absolutely was not ready for his response.
“Last I knew…she was back at the camp where our militia is staying.”
“Wait…what?” By his expression, I had assumed her to be dead; after all, it isn’t much of a stretch these days.
“A dozen or so were left behind. We came here thinking that we would secure this settlement after taking down the people running the place. We really did not anticipate this level of resistance,” Gable explained.
“How could you not? Seriously…you roll in and start shooting up the place! You were blowing up people’s homes and taking the folks in the medical center as hostages. On what world does that not merit a response?”
“We were told that the people in charge here were evil. We were told that they were keeping the citizens hostages and that they were executing any who did not do as they were told by some secret council.”
That was all news to me. So far, the only trouble I’d actually run across, with the exception of our first couple of meetings, was when Jessie and Joshua had tried to kill me. Sure, I’d had some words with Graham, but I had not picked up on any sort of evil vibe coming from him.
However…my mind began to sift through a few things about our first encounters. There was that whole incident with sending me what were supposedly Carol’s fingers. Then there was the fact that we’d each been drugged before being allowed in. They had shot us up with something, and the next thing we knew, we woke up in our new “house”. Maybe there was something dark going on.
I shook those thoughts away and returned my attention back to Gable. He was looking at me with some sort of expectance. I weighed my choices and decided that, if it were me, I would want to know.
“Jake Beebe is dead.” The words hung in the air for a second before they connected with a solid punch to Gable’s gut. I saw his face crack, but he quickly pulled it back in and under control.
“How do you know?” Gable’s voice was barely above a whisper, but it pounded in my ears.
“Because I put the blade of this knife,” I pulled the weapon free and placed it on the desk, “in his head when he got up. I made sure that he stayed down for good.”
Okay, I was leaving out a lot of the story. But I was not ready to tell this guy that his dad had turned into a bit of a freak towards the end. He had led a suicide charge on this place for no reason that I could discern.
Jake had been a big mystery. He had pretended to be just some country boy with not much going on upstairs. That proved to be a lie. In fact, Jake was possibly the most cunning person that I’d ever known. That was one of the reasons that his final decision left me so confused. He had to know that he was going to fail. He had to know that he was leading any who followed to their death. He had certainly seemed too smart for such a thing.
A notion struck me and I leaned back in my chair to try and get a clear idea of what the hell was going on; steepling my fingers and tapping them against my lips for a moment. It was all in front of me, but it was like a million-piece puzzle of a solid black image. I could put the edges together, but after that, I was lost.
“How did you know that your dad was in this area?” I asked.
“I was told by one of the guys who worked in the comms tent that there was rumor he had been seen in La Grande. Only, shortly after he told me, we got the word that Winters had been attacked. This small group arrived at our camp and met with Colonel Brevin. When they left, the colonel called a meeting. That was when we got the rundown on La Grande, how there were a few smaller factions, but that one group in particular was making a play to seize control. We were told that they had launched a full scale assault on Winters and knocked him out.”
Somebody was pushing a lie, I thought. I knew how Winters had been knocked out. I was now pretty sure that Jessie was part of the group that had found these guys and spun whatever story had led to this attack. I knew that Jessie had tried to kill me. Unfortunately, the list of things that I did not know or have any answers for was far greater. My head was starting to hurt.
The door to the office opened and BP entered. “Graham and some of his people just arrived.”
I looked at Gable. If I turned him over to Graham, I might never see him again. I did not know who to trust, but I needed to make a decision right now.
“BP, I need you to do me a favor.”
 
***
 
“We are doing a house-to-house sweep, but if any of those raiders survived, I don’t think they stuck around.” Graham was standing in the center of the massive parking lot in front of the Walmart. A sea of people were sitting on the asphalt in a huge circle with Graham in the center.
The word had been sent out for everybody in the community to attend this little gathering. It was the first time that I had seen so many living people standing in one place. A few wore the signs of last night’s battle, and I noticed that everybody was carrying a weapon. That had been one of the first things I’d noticed about this settlement—the lack of personal weapons on the residents.
“There were a few prisoners taken, but so far we have learned nothing,” Graham was continuing. “As far as the rumors that some of our people may have been involved or acted to assist these people…” I felt Graham’s eyes boring into me. I refused to look away. “Unfortunately that seems to be the case.” A murmur rose from the crowd.
Graham had wanted to keep that little tidbit of information away from the people. I had made it clear that if he insisted on keeping secrets, my group, including Dr. Zahn, would be leaving. He swore that it would do no good to stir up paranoia, but I made it clear that if he wanted to convince me that there was not some dark circle or secret council pulling the strings here, he would tell the people the truth.
Yep, I was a big ass hypocrite. BP had whisked Gable out a back way and taken him someplace safe that even I was not yet aware of and hidden him from Graham. I had divulged a good part of what I’d learned, saying that the information had been gleaned from one of the dead bodies inside the Walmart. I’d only had seconds to let my people know what I was doing. I’d sent BP and Gable away and rushed out to my group who were standing around in the parking lot. Graham and the group he was with were all the way on the far side of the lot which gave me enough time to give a very brief explanation of my plan. They would have to wait until we got home before I could give more detail.
“We have evidence to suggest that Jessie Long and Joshua Mazer have been dealing with an outside faction. It is possible that they helped to coordinate this attack. We do not know why, and the pair has not been seen since that failed run where they made an attempt to kill one of the members of their own team.” I glanced around and saw a lot of shocked faces indicating to me that the attempt on my life was not public knowledge. “We will be making some adjustments to the normal operations within the compound as well as any trips outside the fence.”
I spotted a trio of individuals drifting through the crowd. Since they were the only ones actually standing, they sort of stuck out like a sore thumb. I wasn’t the only person to notice. Without warning, a man leapt to his feet and drew a gun.
“Just stay back!” the man warned, waving the pistol wildly. He looked to be in his early fifties and had seriously thinning hair which was only more exaggerated by the fact that he was blond enough to be on the Norwegian Ski Team. People all around him scurried back, trying to get out of the line of fire. 
“Just settle down, Mr. Svenson,” one of the individuals who had been approaching him warned. 
Mr. Svenson? I thought. Hmm, maybe he was on the ski team.
Her skin was darker than Barry’s had been. She was short, but looked like she would not back down if challenged. She had no weapon drawn, but the other two who were out wide and to the sides of Mr. Svenson each had pistols in hand and aimed at the guy.
“Stop where you are, Tish!” Mr. Svenson warned. He leveled the gun at her.
Tish stopped, putting her hands up. “You gonna shoot me, Mr. Svenson?” she asked.
“That’s the watch captain that took me off the schedule,” Sunshine whispered.
Last night, I recalled Graham having been visibly bothered when he learned that Sunshine had been taken off the watch. Of course, so much had happened that I had not really given it too much thought.
“You are all being led like lambs to the slaughter!” Mr. Svenson yelled. He was not facing the right direction to see the two people moving slowly but steadily up behind him. “The wolves will come, and you will have nobody to protect you when they arrive.”
“We are not the ones who helped stage an invasion where many of our citizens were killed!” Graham shot back. I could tell he was now trying to help keep the man distracted.
“How many people have you sent out and to their deaths, Graham?” Mr. Svenson challenged. “Yet, you stay safe behind the walls. As it has always been, the politicians send others out to die and do their bidding while they stay protected. My son went on one of your missions…and where is he now? Out there somewhere as one of those…those…things!” His voice had cracked and it was obvious that he was beginning to cry.
“Your son died a hero!” Graham said calmly. “As have many others who have sacrificed so that we could secure this place and build a home.”
“While YOU remain safe, taking none of the risk but ensuring a share of the reward!” Mr. Svenson switched his aim from the lady he had identified as Tish and now had Graham in his sights.
He never saw the two men tackle him. There was a scuffle and the muffled sound of a weapon being fired. The reactions of those around the skirmish were hands over mouths and some turning their heads away.
One of the men that jumped Mr. Svenson was signaling for help and it wasn’t until the second man rose from the ground that I knew they were untouched, but Mr. Svenson had been injured. I had not even noticed when Dr. Zahn separated from our group and rushed to the people starting to cluster around the downed body of Mr. Svenson. I was on my feet as were the rest of my people. I saw fear in Melissa’s eyes as she clutched her baby to herself and tried to hunch over it like a protective shield. To my surprise, or maybe not, Thalia was interested in what was going on around us, but she did not seem the least bit frightened.
People were starting to get agitated and a few were even yelling and pointing angry fingers at Graham. One man suddenly jumped up and rushed at the men who were now standing over the downed body and allowing Dr. Zahn to do whatever it was she was doing with them acting as a buffer.
“Everybody please settle down!” Graham was urging. If he didn’t gain control in a hurry, he would have a riot on his hands.
Shouts were coming from every direction. People were pushing, shoving, and screaming each other down. I began to herd my group towards Dr. Zahn. Initially I had wanted to exit the scene, but there was no chance I would leave the doc behind to fend for herself. Not that she couldn’t, but I did not want us separated if this place went ballistic.
“Everybody please remain calm!” Graham repeated. I saw a few people starting to wade into the mob and pull people apart. They did not seem to be taking sides; it looked as if they were merely trying to stop harsh words from turning into hard blows.
By the time we reached the knot of people around the downed body of Mr. Svenson and the doc, it was actually beginning to mellow out. Somebody reached out to stop me, and I smacked the hand away. It was the woman, Tish.
“Stay back, we have a doctor doing all she can,” Tish warned. She did not seem the least bit fazed by my having slapped her hand down.
“Yeah,” I said, meeting her harsh stare. “That is Dr. Zahn, and she is with me.”
“Then you can stay, but you will remain back and out of the way so she can do all that she can for Mr. Svenson.” I was just a little surprised to hear the degree of concern in her voice.
“Fine.” I made it seem like it was no big deal. 
We all stood by as Dr. Zahn did all that she could for the man. It turned out to be a wasted effort. Eventually, Dr. Zahn moved back and pronounced Mr. Svenson dead. It was Tish who stepped forward; I had not seen her draw the large metal spike, but she plunged it into the head of the corpse to ensure that he would be staying dead.
“Okay, people, there is nothing to see here,” Tish announced as she and the other two men that had been part of the attempt to detain Mr. Svenson began to try and usher the gathered ring of gawkers back and away. 
I turned to see Graham and a handful of others, including that gal Laura who I’d met the first time I woke up in this place, along with Carol Wills, in some sort of conference. It did not look like everybody was seeing eye-to-eye if the scowls and red faces were any indication.
As the crowd simmered down and returned all of their attention on Graham, he shooed the others away and made a nervous gesture of wiping his hands on his pants like he wanted to clean them off. Taking a deep breath, he looked out at all of us.
“Ladies and gentlemen…” He paused until somebody yelled for him to just get on with it. “Yes, well it seems that there is growing support among many of you to send a large group of our own people out to try and secure this town once and for all.
“We have had this come up before, but each time, calmer heads have prevailed. So, to do this the only way possible and ensure the desires of the majority are being served, I will ask for a show of hands.” He glanced over his shoulder and I saw Carol give him a rolling gesture with one hand, indicating for him to get on with it. “All in favor of assembling a force and moving out into the city and eventually the surrounding area, please show your support by raising your hand.”
Since we were the new kids in town, neither I nor any member of my group raised a hand. However, it was not necessary for him to count or call for those opposed. All around me, hands shot into the air, many adding a shout to their vote.
It looks like we are going to war, I thought.
 
***
 
“I, for one, am glad that it was a voluntary choice,” Dr. Zahn said from the couch. 
Our group had filtered out of the huge parking lot with everybody else once the meeting had ended, but I had asked one question in all of the chaos that followed the landslide vote for the residents of this compound to mobilize an offensive.
“Why are we wasting resources on raising an army to go out and kill people instead of securing the stuff from that wind farm place like seemed to be the plan when I first arrived?”
“I would think you of all people should understand that, Billy,” Carol had said as she stepped forward and all but elbowed Graham out of the way. “It does us no good to put infrastructure in place for somebody else to come along and take from us. If we do not secure our borders, then we will be swatting at flies for the foreseeable future.”
“Yeah, because it will be a cold day in hell before I go out to wage war on another group of survivors,” I said before we departed.
We’d returned home to discover a large pallet in the living room. It had several bags of rice and beans as well as an odd assortment of canned good. Some had no labels, and we’d opened one to discover green beans, but another had fruit cocktail. Apparently the cans with no labels were just a luck-of-the-draw type thing.
“Of course you will not be going,” the doc said, like I was an idiot for even speaking. “You have a much more important job.”
“Oh?” I asked, suddenly having trouble generating enough saliva to finish swallowing my food.
“You will go with BP and a few others to wherever Gable’s people were camped.”
On the walk back to the house, I had relayed to Dr. Zahn as much as I could remember of what Gable had said to me. We had walked in the center of our little group and there had been nobody besides my own people even remotely close enough to overhear, so I’d felt like filling her and the others in on the whole story. 
Dr. Zahn never interrupted. She listened intently, and I was hoping that she might shed some light on the situation. Maybe she could clear things up enough to have them make sense to my seemingly simple mind. When I finished, I was more than a little surprised that not only did the doctor not ask me anything, but neither did anybody else.
“And why would I do that?” I asked after I had enough saliva to swallow and then speak.
“If for no other reason, then to see if it is possible to retrieve the young man’s mother,” Dr. Zahn said.
I mentally slapped my forehead. That thought had never even peeked its head up in my mind. The next hour was spent deciding who would join BP, Gable, and me, on this little quest. With all of the new arrivals now that we had Grady’s people with us, we had no shortage of people available. The problem that I was having was that I wanted people that I knew and trusted.
Grady’s people all seemed eager to help, but I did not know them. For me, that was a problem. We were discussing the issue when there was a knock at the door. Everybody went silent like we’d just been caught with our hands in the cookie jar.
Getting up from my chair, I opened the door. I was more than a little surprised to discover Tish from the whole riot situation standing on my porch with Graham.
“Can we come in?” Graham asked.
I couldn’t very well just say no. I stepped aside and ushered the two in. They emerged from the hall into the living room and Graham almost fell over his feet from stopping so fast.
“Who are all these…” the sentence trailed off and he turned to me with a curious and confused expression.
“Let me introduce you to Grady Jones. He is an engineer and will be a great asset if you still plan on bringing the wind turbines here and getting your power grid up and online,” Dr. Zahn said by way of greeting our new arrivals. “These people are a mix of military and civilians. Some are co-workers of Grady’s, two are fully trained RNs, and at least a dozen members of his security team are from a Ranger detachment from Washington State.”
Wow, that was way more than I’d been told. I knew we had some soldiers, but the whole Ranger thing had been a secret up until this point.  I glanced at Dr. Zahn who simply maintained her tight-lipped, non-expressive face. 
People started shaking hands, and a lot of names were being given, but I took that opportunity to step back and try to get a read on a few individuals. One man in particular stood out. He was doing almost the same thing that I was doing. He had slipped out of the throng and was observing everything going on around him just like me. 
“Are you leaving again, Billy?” a tiny voice said from beside me. 
I gave my head a little shake to clear it and redirect my attention on the person who had spoken. That was when I realized that the man was looking right at me! I had probably been staring. I glanced down to see Thalia looking up with her large, dark eyes.
“Just for a little while,” I said as I knelt down to be at eye level with her.
“How come you always have to leave?” she asked. “When you leave…everybody is always arguing.”
That was news to me. “About what?” I asked, finding it more than a little odd that I was getting my intel from a seven- or eight-year-old child.
“Everything,” the little girl huffed with a shrug of her shoulders. “It is like they are all mad at each other.”
I could only assume that it was the stress everybody felt. I know that I was never as grouchy, and certainly not as prone to violence, as I had been in the past several weeks and months.
“Well I will try not to be gone for long,” I assured Thalia.
She nodded and gave me a hug. I watched her trudge up the stairs and was sad for her. She would never know a normal life. Childhood had been taken from her and, no matter what happened, she would never get it back. There would not be any new Disney characters for her to love and want on her bedspread. There would be no trips to McDonald’s for a Happy Meal. 
I realized, not for the first time, how many things that I had taken for granted in my relatively short life. It was just now starting to feel like spring. That had meant football camp and the start of baseball season. I would never walk the aisle and graduate high school.
“Billy!” a voice hissed in my ear, snapping me back to the present.
“What?” I glanced to see Katrina standing beside me.
“I just wanted to say that I am sorry.”
I actually scratched my head. “For what?”
“For getting so pissed at you and in your face when you were dealing with that prisoner. I actually thought that you were going to do something terrible.”
I briefly considered admitting that I absolutely would have if it came down to it, but I decided there was no need. Maybe she needed to feel that I was really a good guy. Who was I to take that away from her? I now knew that she had boundaries that she was not ready to cross. And while I did not look forward to it, I knew with certainty that I would do what I needed to ensure the survival of those closest to me. The old rules and morality simply did not apply any longer. If you were going to survive in this new world, you had to be willing to commit acts that were unthinkable before.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, throwing an arm around her and giving a gentle squeeze. I felt her sort of melt into my side and give a deep sigh.
I looked around the room, my eyes only pausing briefly on the man who was still detached from the group. I gave him a nod and he returned it. I was not entirely sure who I would be asking to join me on this little mission, but I knew that I wanted this guy. He sort of reminded me of Jon. I missed Jon.
“Okay, everybody listen up,” I called out, easing myself away from Katrina. “Graham, did you come here for a reason?”
“Actually…” the man began to speak, but Tish took over after he seemed to struggle.
“Carol Wills sent us,” Tish said.
“And?” They were running out of time if they counted on my patience. I was sick of games, sick of petty crap that had no point.
“She wants you to lead one of the units that will be going out into town to start bringing these other factions in line. She said that she has seen you in the field, and you have more of a head on your shoulders than men twice your age.”
I was flattered. Seriously, that was a pretty big compliment from the lady I called Granny Rambo. However, I had other things in mind.
“No!” a tiny voice shrieked. Every head turned to find Thalia standing on the landing of the stairs that led to the second floor. “You can’t have Billy. He is the only one we have left. If he is gone, then there won’t be any more men in our house except for strangers.” The little girl bounded down the stairs and wrapped her arms around my right leg, holding on with a ferocity that you would not think possible from somebody so tiny.
“Tell her I’m busy,” I said, reaching down and picking up the little girl. Her outburst seemed a bit odd, but I would not ever be one to admit that I could understand the mind of a little girl. Of course I didn’t understand the older versions either, but that was another issue entirely.
“She can make it worth your while.” Tish stepped forward. “If you agree to do this, she will give you and your people whatever you want. You can have your choices of where to live.” She let her eyes roam over the group, and I was pretty sure she was not expecting so many people. However, she was just the messenger. After only a very brief pause, she continued. “You will have a person from your group and of your choosing on the council.”
“And what makes you think—” Katrina started, but I cut her off.
“Tell her I will be there,” I said. 
A wave of protests came from everybody in the room. Thalia actually started to cry. I gave her a hug and handed her to Sunshine.
I escorted Graham and Tish to the door. Just as I reached it, I paused and cleared my throat to get their attention.
“You tell Carol that I have something to take care of first and that she will have to wait a week or two before she launches this offensive.” Graham started to speak, but I held up a hand to silence him. “This is not a negotiation. I agree to do this on my terms. If that is a problem, then my answer is no. Are we clear?”
They nodded and I opened the door for them to leave. I scanned the street for signs that we were being watched and was happy to see that it did not seem to be the case any longer. When they reached the sidewalk, I called them and gave them the final demand.
“Also, I get to bring whoever I choose from my own people. I won’t be making any trips alone and without support that I know I can trust.”
Graham started to say something, but Tish actually gave him a nudge and shook her head. Turning to me, she called back, “Consider it a deal.” 
I closed the door and returned to the living room to find a lot of angry faces. Katrina looked like she was going to punch me in the face and Thalia was still crying into Sunshine’s shoulder. I had no idea why this sudden attachment, but I was pretty sure that I knew what I was doing. Now I had to let everybody else know, and then I would need to hope to hell that luck would stay with me just a little bit longer. It had not been lost on me that every single person who had assumed a role of leadership in our group was now dead. Steve, Teresa, Jon…hell, even Jake and Jesus.
A barrage of questions—many of them about my level of sanity—came at me. I let everybody vent and get it out of their system for several seconds until I raised my hands for them to be quiet. It took a few more minutes, but at last I had their undivided attention.
“You heard the deal,” I began. “And before anybody asks, I believe that if Carol made this offer, it is for real.”
“Who gives a damn about being able to pick out a house?” I was surprised to see that it was Darla who was speaking up. After all, she was in a bit of a gray area when it came to whether or not she was really one of us.
“For one, maybe nobody else noticed, but our house that we currently live in is on the outskirts of town. If there is a breach, we die first. Second, we just increased our numbers by six or seven times the amount we initially showed up with. They could very easily scatter us. This ensures that we stay close. Maybe in time we can allow ourselves to be absorbed into this community, but for now, we are all that each other has got. I prefer to keep us together. However, all of that is secondary to the council position.”
Once again everybody started to bitch and moan. None of them seemed to care about having a spot on this city council but I had made up my mind once and for all that I was going to provide a safe and secure home for the people that had become my family this past year. I felt bad that I didn’t so much care about Grady and the people he brought along, but I had seen enough from Dr. Zahn to know that he was a good guy…one of us. Which brought me to my point.
“We will be putting Dr. Zahn on that council.”
The room went silent. I looked at the doc and she had her mouth open, but she wasn’t saying anything. I was going to cherish that moment for the rest of my life.
“Those people have no idea what they just agreed to,” I finished.
Everybody sort of looked at each other for what was probably seconds, but it felt like an eternity. One by one, I saw smiles and nods. I let them have that feeling for a few minutes before returning to the task we had been preparing to undertake prior to Graham’s arrival.
“I have a group of you selected to join me on this run outside the fence. It is going to be dangerous, and it will require a very specific skill set. Any of you that I point out will obviously have the choice of coming or not. And I know that some people will not agree with my decision. I just ask that you not make a big fuss about it until I get back…and then wait a bit longer to let me to do this thing about securing the town.”
Katrina turned and left the room. She knew. I had probably just cost myself my girlfriend, but what I was about to do would require people who were ready to kill without question. Whether it was because I did not want her to see that side of me, or if it was because I knew she did not possess that trait, I honestly did not know. The fact was simple; she was not on the list I’d made in my head.
When I had pointed out or called the names of those I wanted, I was happy that each had agreed to come. I asked everybody not selected to excuse us so that I could lay out what I wanted and expected from each of the members of my team.
It seemed strange that we were about to make a trip outside the fence to possibly rescue some complete strangers. We were also ensuring that the last vestiges of what I considered to be a greater threat would be eliminated for good.  However, there was one other thing, and this was personal. There was something I had missed with Jake. I needed to close that wound on my soul that had been made by what I had seen as his betrayal. I needed to know exactly why he had acted so out of character in the end. Jake was a man that I’d looked up to. He had flipped on a dime and changed into somebody else seemingly overnight. 
Our meeting and strategy session lasted less than an hour. I told everybody to grab some sleep and that we would roll out shortly after dark. Heading upstairs, I was not surprised to see the door to my room shut. I knew that Katrina was in there. I hated for us to part this way, but I also needed to clear my head and save my energy. Hopefully I would come back, and when I did, we could talk it out. If not…well…that would suck.
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Vignettes LI
 
Distant sound came late in the night. Emily-zombie and the others in her group clustered even tighter together. They did not join in as some of the larger ones stumbled or crawled past, drawn by the new and sudden sounds.
The cat had scurried away, frightened by the unfamiliar noise. Every so often, one of the zombie-children would succumb to that pull of the noise and stumble away into the darkness. Still, more of them remained than went to investigate. The days of being together had solidified something in some of them. 
A new sound came suddenly. This one was closer. Emily-zombie began to move, and slowly, others in the group stumbled into motion. They trudged in between a pair of houses and all but disappeared into the inky blackness that existed between them as their shadows seemed to overlap and form a near-perfect dark.
A figure moved across the opening between the houses, its warmth almost a beacon in the chill of the night. Emily-zombie was not even aware that her hand had reached out until it snagged something. The warmth made a sound and moved with a jerk to get away. Hand closed into a fist, Emily-zombie stumbled forward and out of the protective cover. Another source of the warmth was just a few feet away. This one was making even more noise.
Drawn by instinct to the sound, several of Emily-zombie’s group poured from the mouth of the alley that ran between those two houses. They fell on the two figures and ripped, bit, and tore. The warmth came in a sudden rush as the zombie-children all seemed to forget about each other as each pushed and jockeyed for position.
It lasted less than two minutes. As the warmth dissipated, Emily-zombie and the others pushed away from their recent meal. They retreated slowly back into the darkness just as more people arrived.
“Stay alert everybody!” a voice ordered. “It looks like Smith and Wilcox ran into a freaking pack of zoms. There is barely enough left to come back.”
“Yeah,” another voice agreed, “but check out Wilcox…her eyes are open and her mouth is moving.”
“Keep quiet, Jonesy,” the first voice hissed. “If those things have moved on, I’d just as soon not have them come stumbling back to see what all the noise is about…that noise you are making if I am not coming across clear enough for your moonshine-addled brain.”
“Don’t be such a prick, Tines,” another voice said with a snort. “We are on mop-up detail, and probably ain’t gonna see no action. So Jonesy tipped the bottle a little before the patrol. He ain’t gonna get nobody hurt.”
“Tell that to Smith and Wilcox,” Tines snapped. “They probably thought this was just a bullshit detail…and instead of keeping their eyes open, they stumbled into a freaking zombie’s waiting arms.”
Of course Emily-zombie had no idea what was being said, her only thought was that now there were many of those beacons of warmth, but that spark in her brain fired as she instinctively took her first step forward causing her to come to a halt. There was danger out there. The warmth was inviting, but something made her hesitate to react. 
A few of her group chose to ignore the internal warning and gave in to the allure of all that warmth gathered in one place. There was a sudden burst of noise.
Gunfire.
That word came in images that made Emily-zombie remain perfectly still. More images flooded her that made no real sense other than to convey the general idea that going out there would mean that she would cease. Not that Emily-zombie feared death or even knew what it truly was in her limited capacity to be afraid. 
Yet, there was that spark, that small piece of her ruined brain that refused to succumb to the infection that transformed human to zombie. Against all known explanations that science would ever be able to put forth if the means became available, the core of her child-brain—the part that made accelerated learning possible—a tiny bit continued to operate on the most basic of levels. It had nothing to do with the drive that every zombie felt to seek out sound, or to try and feed off of the warmth that all mammals gave off, which came from that vestige of the reptilian core.
The world of science had already been able to prove that the brain of a three-year-old toddler was actually more active than that of a college student (even the ones that studied more and partied less). It was this reason that made Emily-zombie and many like her so different. Those sparks of electricity would have been spotted in child zombies up to about the age of twelve. Had more children survived, it is likely that humanity would have perished within the first year.
The brain of the child zombie allowed for a rudimentary degree of cunning that the adults would never possess. While not sophisticated, the child zombie was capable of devising traps and ambushes.
Emily-zombie loosed a soft moan. It was answered by another just across the road. Over the days and weeks, she and many of the others had actually set up what some might consider a trap. They had this particular area surrounded. Anything—
man or beast—that was unfortunate enough to wander through, was subject to springing this rudimentary trap.
From under cars and piles of rubbish they emerged. Numbering close to thirty, Emily-zombie and her fellow child zombies came at the five person patrol. The living humans never stood a chance.
Emily-zombie still hung back until those pillars of heat had been dragged to the ground. Of all the members of this group, she had the brain that would have showed the most—albeit minimal—activity. Emily-zombie was making connections faster than the others. It had been she that had gone around and actually placed some of the others in position. She did so each night just before the shadows melded and brought the perfect blackness to the world.
Tearing at the throat of one of the figures on the ground, Emily-zombie felt the surge of heat course through her and leave just as suddenly as it arrived. When the attack was over and two of the large ones rose to stumble away, Emily-zombie made her way back to the tall grass of a nearby yard and sat down. The little ball of fur soon joined her and began licking at her fingers, then at her chin.
Emily-zombie was not paying attention. Another spark had come. She spent the remainder of the night puzzling over it. That warmth was never a feeling that lasted; if anything, she felt even more empty and void afterwards. 
Another flash came. This one was a series of faces. She could not actually pull any meaning from those faces, but she was aware of a feeling.
Sadness.
The names meant nothing, just the faces. She could not recall specifically who Teresa was, or Barry, or Joseph. Yet, she had a feeling about them…about losing them. 
Then another face came, and this one stayed until it burned itself into something almost tangible. She could see him as he was…and then as he had become.
Dad.
The memory of seeing her father in the trench as one of the larger ones came to her with amazing clarity and vividness. The feeling of loss washed through her. It took three days, but eventually she was able to make the connection that her stealing of the warmth and creating more of the larger ones was something…bad.
Then, one day, the little warm, furry creature in her lap got up and walked over to a nearby house. It stretched out in the shade provided and laid on its side for a long time. There were strange noises; a few were loud enough to bring some of the other zombie children. It also brought some of the larger ones. 
More than a handful of times, Emily-zombie rose to her feet with a large rock from the edge of a nearby flowerbed. She would stagger away from where the cat was now surrounded by over a dozen of the zombie children and bang the rock on one of the many abandoned cars that could be found in the area. This would divert the larger ones and send them off in a direction away from the cat.
One time she returned from such a task to discover two brand new and very tiny heat sources. In fact, they were so small that they would often seem to be reabsorbed by the mother cat as they nuzzled in to suckle. When it was all over, nine of the tiny, mewling creatures were nestled to their mother.
Mother.
Another spark ignited in the brain of Emily-zombie.
 
***
 
“Where?” Vix spun suddenly, causing both Harold and Gemma to jump back in fright.
“W-w-w-where what?” Gemma stammered, but her face flushed red and her eyes immediately dropped to the ground.
“Where did you get bit?” Vix took a step closer and inspected Gemma’s face, grabbing her by the chin and tilting her head up so she could see better.
“On the leg…it was just a nip really,” the girl started to cry as she spoke. “I’m so sorry, I know that I’m always mucking things up…I just got so…upset…and angry.” By now she was near hysterics and Vix was having a hard time understanding the girl as she made an effort to explain herself through the wash of tears that were now flowing down her face.
“When?” Vix forced her voice to sound calm and as reassuring as possible. Yes, she still wanted to smack the fool teenager upside the head, but that could come later. Right now she had more important matters to attend.
Gemma looked up at Vix with her eyes brimming over. Harold was standing beside her, looking unsure as to what he should be doing at the moment. It was clear that he wanted to put his arms around Gemma, but it was also very apparent that he was not sure as to whether Vix would approve.
“When what?” Gemma sniffed.
“Oh…for the love of a duck!” Vix fumed. Reaching forward, she grabbed Harold’s arm and placed it around Gemma’s shoulder, then, she cupped the girl’s chin in her hand and looked her straight in the eyes. “When did you get bitten?”
Gemma’s face scrunched up and then her eyes went wide. “Late last night…maybe early this morning. I didn’t see the foul thing. It was one of those nasty buggers that had no legs and the thing came right out of some grass and nipped me while I was sitting down trying to catch my breath from running.”
“Are you certain you got bit?” Vix asked. “I mean, did it break the skin or did it just bite down on your jeans and pinch you real hard?”
Gemma rolled up the cuff of her jeans, but Vix already knew before the girl managed the amazing feat of getting the leg of her skinny jeans to hitch up a few inches. The cuff was ragged and there was dried blood. In truth, it wasn’t much of a bite. In fact, the girl had probably nicked herself better giving her legs a shave. Still, Vix had seen nothing to indicate that a little bite was any less lethal. No more so than being a little bit pregnant or having a little bit of herpes.
“You’re fine,” Vix snorted and got to her feet. “Now let’s get moving.”
“Wait…are you saying—” Harold began. 
Vix was already back on the move and simply called over her shoulder, “The stupid girl is just like you, Harold. She is bloody immune to the bloody bite!” Under her breath, she added. “Bloody figures.”
The trio headed back to the cottage. As they walked, each was lost in his or her own thoughts. Vix bounced between two main ideas and was actually thankful that they had a couple of hours before they would be back. 
The first was more of a worry; if they were not allowed to come back in because of all of Gemma’s drama, where might they go next? However, it was the second thought that preoccupied most of her time. Before the zombies had gotten up and ruined everything, she had been a nurse. Actually, she had been a head nurse at Basingstoke’s North Hampshire Hospital.
One of the things that she was fairly sure of was that certain resistances were genetic. Things like basic allergies all the way to a person’s resistance to nasty little things like Avian Flu—which seemed a bit mundane given the current circumstances in the world today—were often passed down from parent to child. If Harold was immune and Gemma was immune, then perhaps a child conceived by the two would have a better chance of being immune as well.
That was the thing about Mother Nature, Vix mused to herself as she walked down the long, empty country road. She could send in some whoppers to knock humanity off its horse, but she always allowed for a few souls to be able to withstand it and continue on.
Of course there was the whole matter of Gemma becoming pregnant. And then how would she actually be able to test the child for immunity.
“Pardon me, Gemma, need to take your baby out to the fence for a little nip by a zom…gotta see if the little screamer is immune. Back in a jiff.” Vix stifled a snort.
They reached the last hill that sat between them and the cottage. She was all the way at the top and looking down when Vix realized that she was alone. Turning, she saw the couple standing at the bottom, foreheads touching and Harold speaking earnestly. Each time he would finish, the girl would shake her head frantically.
Vix wasn’t stupid, she had a good idea what this was about. Truth be told, the girl had every reason to be embarrassed. She had acted like a perfect fool. Still, if they were able to go back in with nothing more devastating than a sincere apology, then that was okay.
Stomping back down the hill, she was ready to give the two wayward youngsters a lesson in growing up. Harold saw her first and held up his hands as if to ward off a blow.
“Before you get all up in a huff…we aren’t coming back.” Harold stepped in between Vix and Gemma. “That place just isn’t for us.”
“You mean her,” Vix snapped, pointing a finger at the girl. “We have come a long ways, and we have gone through seven different types of hell to get here. Now you want to leave because she got her bloomers in a bunch?”
“No,” Harold said with a shake of his head. “You brought us here…this was your choice…your destination. We came along because nobody had any better plans.”
“And where would you go?”
Harold shrugged his shoulders, but it was now Gemma who stepped forward. She had a look in her eyes that said this was clearly not going to be something that Vix could talk her out of doing. For whatever reason, the pair had made a decision. 
“There are islands all around…just east of London there are a few,” Gemma started, and then turned to Harold for support.
“Isle of Sheppey for one.”
“And you think that maybe Queenborough escaped all of this?” Vix retorted. “When will you two figure it out! No place is safe…there is nowhere to run. The best you can do is find somewhere and try to create enough of a defense that you can keep the zoms away…not starve…and not die of thirst.”
“This is England,” Harold said with an easy laugh. “The rain will keep us from dying of thirst. As for food…the sea is full of fish and maybe we can get a farm up and running. Folks lived here for a long time before we got so automated and relied on the market for our meals.”
“You once mentioned going to an island,” Gemma was almost pleading now, “so come with us.”
Vix thought it over. There was actually a lot to be said for the idea of trying for an island. And if not the Isle of Sheppey, Gemma was absolutely right in that there were a lot of smaller ones all around Great Britain.
With a sigh and a shrug of her shoulders, Vix nodded. The three of them had become a bit of a family. They had their problems, but what family didn’t? If she settled in with Amanda and her people, she would be the outsider…the Janie-come-lately. Here, with Harold and Gemma, she was sort of the leader, and often the mom. Since she was not ever going to have children of her own, this would have to suit her. Besides, on the plus side, she had avoided all of that changing of the nappies business.
“What about the stuff we left back at the cottage?” Vix grumbled.
“I think we can find new stuff,” Harold urged. “C’mon, let’s go. I am sure that they were perfectly nice people…but wasn’t the point of this to set up a place that is ours?”
“Fine.” 
Vix fell in beside the other two who were practically skipping away. She only looked over her shoulder once as they crested one of the many gentle slopes that stretched out before them.
 
***
 
“Get everybody alerted. Tell them to be prepared for a fight. You know what you need to do.” Juan held Mackenzie’s arms to her side and looked into her eyes.
“But—” she started to protest, Juan cut her off.
“No buts, Mackenzie. This is serious. You get your team together and get the kids down to the boats. We don’t have time to discuss it.”
“I love you, Juan,” Mackenzie breathed as she reached up and kissed him. 
Juan allowed himself this one moment. He had no idea what it was that Keith and the others had gotten so riled up about, but he had a feeling that they had misjudged their departure time. The enemy was at the door. It was very possible that he would die today because he would not surrender for any reason. That just was not in his belief system.
“I love you, Mackenzie,” Juan returned the sentiment after the kiss. “Now go!”
He watched as she took off. Looking up, he saw the little old lady out on her porch. She was smiling at him. “Glad you two worked it out, young man.”
“Thanks,” Juan said as he turned to go. “Now I suggest you get someplace safe. Things are about to get nasty.”
The little old lady cackled. “Then I guess it is a good thing I just cleaned my baby.” Juan looked over his shoulder to see Miss Schaeffer reach in the open front door and produce a massive double-barrel shotgun.
“Jesus,” he muttered as he ran home with Tigah at his side. Maybe it was a good thing he hadn’t pressed his luck and tried to get past that woman to see Mackenzie.
At the house, Juan grabbed everything that he would have taken on a run: knives, machete, longsword in his over-the-shoulder harness, crossbow with a case of bolts, and the .30-30. With the scope on that rifle, he was not likely to miss anything…ever.
Two men were running towards the house, both already packing similar loads to his. Juan pulled up and waited, taking the time to pat Tigah on the head.
“You stay here, big fella, Daddy will take care of things and then come home with mommy. Would you like that, Tigah?” Juan said, surprising himself when he realized that even with all hell breaking loose, he had used his “doggy voice” with the massive pup. What did not surprise him were the quick thumps of the tail and then a pair of huge paws up on his shoulder. The dog soaked him with one pass of its tongue and then dropped to the floor.
“What the hell is going on, Juan?” one of the men gasped. 
He was terribly out of shape and his face was already beet red. Juan had to wonder what the heck some of these folks were doing with their time. Personally, he was probably in the best physical shape of his life. Food was plentiful, but not so much that a person could gorge themselves. Plus, any and all junk food was but a distant memory. He would probably go into shock if he ate a candy bar these days. His body would reject it as something foreign.
“It is possible that a large invasion force is trying to come and take us out,” Juan replied; no sense sugar-coating the situation. “A group left just a short time ago to scout them, their size, and, if possible, their intentions. I think we know their intentions.”
More people were coming, many at a dead run. Men, women, and those who had once been considered children answered the call. Juan marveled at how fast the response had been. He knew that they had drills or something every so often—Mackenzie’s idea, and obviously one that had been taken seriously—and now the entire community was acting exactly as they were supposed to in such a situation.
There was a buzz of expectancy once they were all gathered. Juan had certainly not realized the number of people that were now calling Sauvie Island their home. To see them like this was actually a bit awe-inspiring. He shook his head. He would have time later to marvel over such things.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in his loudest voice so that hopefully everybody could hear, “it seems as if we have come under attack. Reports have a force of unidentifiable number moving our way. A team left just a short while ago, but I believe that we already know the answer for any chance at a peaceful resolution. They are coming to take what is yours…what you have worked so hard to create.
“We have been through a lot, and we have worked hard. Still, I know that some of you might not want to fight. That is your choice. Nobody will think different of you if you decide to leave.” 
Juan had to try very hard to say that last statement without an outward reaction. It had been Mackenzie’s idea. She had told him that she felt confident nobody would actually take that offer, but it would “earn him points” with the people of the community. Personally, Juan did not care about earning any points. 
He scanned the faces looking back at him and was surprised to discover that he was relieved when nobody walked away. Maybe the people here would make it…maybe this community would not just survive; perhaps it would thrive and grow in the coming months…years.
“Then each of you has an assignment. You have practiced for this, and now, as sad as it seems, you are being called to action. Do not let these people come and take what is ours!”
There was a cheer that rose from the crowd that actually caught Juan off guard. He felt a little like that guy who had painted his face blue in that movie, but damned if he could actually remember the name.
Juan came down off the overturned washtub that he had used to stand on so that he could be seen better. A few people clapped him on the back as they hustled past to their assigned positions. Juan checked his gear one final time and then set out for the bridge tower. 
As he approached, he started to hear some sporadic gunfire. If this was a large invasion force, he expected that would soon change. Passing the old general store building, he saw that a group had already stacked some debris from bits of the bridge that had never actually been cleaned up after he’d blown up the middle of it. Nodding his approval, Juan hurried over to the five individuals crouched down behind some chunks of twisted metal and concrete.
“So what’s the deal?” Juan asked.
“Four or five people came out from behind that building,” an older lady in her mid-forties explained, pointing over to where a tan warehouse sat. “One of them shot up at the tower. Rick is hit, but he says it passed though and he is fine.”
“So how did you all get here so fast?”
“Keith has had this location manned for about a week.” The woman’s face flushed. “Look, he ain’t trying to take over or nothing…it was just that, with you being all messed up from that April girl, he was trying to help.”
“Relax,” Juan said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “Contrary to what some people might think, I ain’t trying to be in charge of anything. I’m glad folks are stepping up and taking things on when they need it done.”
The woman looked visibly relieved and Juan made a note that he should probably address the community about the idea of people being able to do things on their own without thinking that they are stepping on his toes…if he survived this attack that is. He wanted this community to feel like everybody could just do their own thing. As long as they weren’t hurting somebody else, what did it matter? If folks wanted to make trips out to the surrounding areas and search for stuff, who was he to tell them that they couldn’t?
The sound of a gunshot snapped him out of his ruminations when it was followed by the ting as the bullet hit a piece of a metal girder that he was currently sitting behind. Juan leaned to one side to try and get a look across the slough that was presently their best defense against being invaded. He didn’t see anything.
“Where are these clowns?” he said to nobody in particular.
As if in direct response, the watch from up in the tower—Rick according to the lady that had just filled him in on the situation—called down. “We got movement coming from the trees across St. Helens Road!” There was a brief pause, and then Juan thought he heard Rick utter, “Holy shit!”
Peeking his head up, Juan was a bit discouraged to discover that he could not see much past the long warehouse. Unfortunately, that was resolved rather quickly as several figures came into view, running up the length of the bridge span that still jutted from the opposite side of the slough.
“What the—” the woman beside him started, but the answer came on the heels.
“They have some sort of platform!” Rick called down from the tower, confirming what Juan and the woman were both seeing.
“These people have obviously been planning this,” one of the men in this group said.
“Yep,” Juan agreed. 
This was bad…very bad. How had they missed this? Had it been his fault? He had stopped sending out foraging teams and patrols a long time ago. The belief was that they had no real need. In doing so, had he basically made them blind? So many questions and doubts came at once that Juan could not process them all.
Juan had never felt that he was the person to lead a community of survivors. He might be good on his feet when it came to acting in the moment, but he was no leader. He was not a person who planned. Hell, his biggest idea had been to put a damn fence around the island! He had not thought about the possibility of other survivors coming. How had he missed that considering all that had happened? First with the arrival of Keith, Thad and JoJo; then there was that group that had come ending in Margaret being shot. And through it all, Juan had focused on the zombies.
“What do we do?” the woman asked, turning to Juan and obviously expecting an answer.
Looking back to the gap in the bridge, Juan watched as a huge flat section rose in the air and then fell with a loud “whump”. Bullets rained down from the tower…until a bottle arced and exploded in a ball of flame. There were screams, and then a burning figure flung itself from the tower and landed with a sickening thud on the concrete road. 
“Run!” Juan exclaimed.
 
***
 
Heads began to turn. Cynthia peeked from where she had been hiding for the past few hours. She watched as the zombies, slowly at first, began to react to Glenn’s distraction. However, she did notice that every time he let up, many of the zombies closest to the boarded up entrance to the school would turn back.
Something had to be bringing the attention of those zombies back. From her spot in the bed of the burnt up pickup truck, she could not really see what that might be. Her plan did not require that every single zombie be drawn away, but it would make it much easier for Glenn as well as far less dangerous for herself.
The entire time that she had spent in the back of the truck, she had struggled with her decision to do what was basically a suicide attack. She had more than just a little doubt that this plan would actually be pulled off with any success. In all likelihood, she and Glenn would die. Still, the past year had worn on her in such a way that she did not see that possibility as necessarily a bad thing.
Every day had been a struggle. Even with the four of them, things had been difficult at best. It seemed that every single time that they managed to find a place to possibly hold up, something terrible would arise.
Their idea to try and make the journey back home had been folly. Who had they expected to find still alive? Why should the community that they lived in be any different from all the others that they had seen in their travels?
For a few weeks, she had been trying to convince the others to perhaps swing north. She had been to a conference in Portland, Oregon a few years back and found the town to be a delight. Yet, there was one thing that had struck her most and left an imprint—she had chosen to drive up and had been treated to a wonderful stretch of road along Interstate 5 that was wide open farmland. 
On the way home, she had agreed to meet Glenn in Vegas for a mini-vacation. That had taken her through some gorgeous mountain roads. The foothills had been incredible. There were farms here as well. Miles of wide open space with an abundance of running streams and rivers cutting through lush fields and still more farmland.
She had dreamt of that trip one night and the idea had struck. If she could convince the others, perhaps they could find a spot by one of those streams that were supposedly an endless source of trout and salmon. They could set up a farm and live like the pioneers.
That was where her guilt was now starting to get the better of her. Yes, the loss of her brother and his wife, one of her best friends, had been tragic and terrible. The loss of the baby had been nothing short of evil. Yet, why was it now up to her to try and rescue Baby Xander? 
It all came down to the fact that she was tired of being afraid of everything. Daily life was a horror, and it had very little to do with the undead. This whole zombie apocalypse, or whatever you wanted to call it, had affirmed her belief that man was the scariest thing in the world. But that thought was tempered by thoughts of her husband, Glenn. 
She knew that it was mostly the fault of society. It had become so entranced on the terrible, evil, and nasty. Nobody had wanted to hear the story about the guy who rescued a kitten from his neighbor’s tree, or the tattoo-covered biker gang that raised money to donate toys for children at Christmas time. You never got to hear the story about the high school teacher that spent three hours a day after school donating his time to tutor the at-risk students. Those stories got buried by the predatory teachers and coaches.
Maybe the good guys had lost the war. Perhaps it was won by people like that woman who called herself Ann. Perhaps it would not be terrible if the zombies won and everything got wiped out. If this was the world that was left, if these were the people in the majority as it certainly seemed, then she had no use for it.
Cynthia stood up in the back of the truck and let out a few yards of the rope she had at her side. Jumping from the truck, she ran for the nearby tree. This one would probably be dead soon, but it was big enough and sturdy enough for what she needed.
Tossing the line over a limb that was about ten feet up, she quickly began to climb. Reaching the branch that was about as thick as her leg, she took one more look towards Glenn. He was moving away and bringing most of the zombies with him. She hoped with all her heart that she would see him again. She prayed that if only one of them survived, that it would be him. She might not recover emotionally if he did not. After all, he was following her plan and she knew for a fact that he would have been just fine if they had simply made a run for it.
“We will make it,” she whispered. “And then you, me, and Baby Xander are going to head north to Oregon and live in the mountains. I will teach you to fish and you can show me how to get a plant to grow.” That last bit had always been a joke between the two of them. It just seemed that Glenn could get any plant to not just survive, but to thrive and become something amazing.
Cynthia shimmied along the branch until she was over the blackened husk of one of the four school buses that looked as if they had been torched from the outside. Dropping as quietly as possible to the roof, she tested with her foot and froze when she felt the metal buckle just a bit. 
“Screw it,” she muttered. She took three steps and jumped, landing in a crouch on the overhang that covered the entrance to the high school.
“Now it gets hairy.”
 
***
 
“Daddy!” Ronni practically screamed. The man winced and she repeated her cry with much less volume.
“Where am I?” Chad asked, his eyes barely able to open to slits.
“We are back at the Miller place,” Ronni answered. A scream and sudden commotion in the hall made her jump.
She was torn between going to see what was happening in the hall and staying here beside her dad. The deciding factor was the growing commotion just outside their room and down the hall.
“I’ll be right back, Daddy,” she said, gently peeling her fingers from his and rushing to the open door.
They were in a room in a large house. The hallway ran either direction from where they had brought Chad. To the left would be a door on either side of the hall that opened to bedrooms larger than the living room of the apartment that she had grown up in. To the right were two more doors on each side and it opened up to a huge living room. This had been Dustin’s main house and he had helped build it himself. He had made the rooms so large because he had expected each one to be occupied by a family back when this was a religious-based compound.
Ronni looked to the right and had to take a few seconds to really figure out what she was seeing. Once she realized, she was unable to fight back the tears. It was that woman that had just come to see her.
“Kaja’s mother,” Ronni whispered. 
The woman had apparently slashed her own throat. As the people in the hall moved this way and that, Ronni was able to make out the box cutter still clutched in the woman’s hand. However, she could not take her eyes off of the woman’s left foot. It kept twitching and flexing for several seconds.
People were bending down over the woman and trying to stop the blood that was still seeping from the clean, deep wound on her throat. Ronni noticed an arc of dark liquid dripping down the wall of the hallway across from where the woman now sat on the floor.
“You better put a spike in her head,” somebody said. Ronni was surprised when she realized that it had been her speaking. “If she was infected in any way and happened to be immune…” She let that sentence die on her lips.
A couple of the people gathered were looking at her like she was saying something heinous; but one of the women nodded her agreement and produced a knife from a fold in her heavy skirt. Before anybody could stop her, she stuck it in the temple of the dead woman. Ronni was surprised by the few people that had truly acted like this was some terrible thing. It was obvious that they had probably been in this compound since the beginning and had no idea how bad things were, or some of the unpleasant things you had to do to survive.
Her dad had known almost from the start.
“Daddy,” she gasped, and ran back to the bedside where Chad was just now starting to be able to open his eyes.
“Hey there, princess,” Chad rasped. “It’s so good to see you.”
For the first time that she could recall, she saw tears in her father’s eyes. She had seen him endure terrible physical pain, she had seen him forced to do things that so many would have been unable to do; and now, here he was, lying in a bed, holding his daughter’s hands and crying.
“A lot of people will want to know that you are awake,” Ronni said, hoping that it sounded cheerful.
“How did we get here? I was certain that both of us were done for.”
Ronni filled him in. She tried to make sure that she did not leave anything out. She also showed him her stitched and bandaged arms, saying that the doctor kept telling her that she would have died from blood loss if she had not thought so quickly. 
“You did really well, sweetie,” Chad said. He closed his eyes and Ronni felt a flash of fear. 
“Dad?” she said, giving his arm a little shake.
“Yeah?” Chad answered, but he kept his eyes shut.
“I don’t want you to leave me.”
“Leave you? I’m not gonna leave you. Where would I be going?”
“I mean ever.”
Chad opened his eyes and considered his daughter. She had a look on her face that he couldn’t read. There was more being said than he was hearing.
“Sweetie, I’m not—” he started, but she squeezed his hand and cut him off.
“No! What I mean is that from now on, if you go out there…I go out there. We need to stick together. We are all that each other have, and we need to take care of each other.”
“Well, well,” a voice called from the doorway. “Glad to see you among the living.” Dustin Miller walked in and moved to the other side of Chad’s bed. “We thought we had lost you there, fella.”
“You and me both,” Chad said, turning his attention to the man. “So…did you get the kids back okay?”
“Thanks to you and your daughter…we were able to bring some happiness to this place.”
“Kaja’s mom,” Ronni said in a voice barely above a whisper.
“Yes…that was…unfortunate.”
“What happened?” Chad looked between Dustin and his daughter. Ronni opened her mouth, but Dustin cut her off.
“Nothing that you need to concern yourself with right now. You just get some rest, take your time and get healthy.”
Chad could tell by the look on his daughter’s face that it most certainly was not “nothing” as Dustin claimed. He would have to ask her later.
“Nice to see you looking better,” another voice called. Scott Colson entered and took a spot beside Ronni.
“Yeah…well I wish I felt as good as I apparently look to everybody,” Chad huffed, causing Scott to laugh.
“Man, I was just trying to be nice…you look like crap.”
The conversation was upbeat and pleasant, but Chad was noticing a few things. His daughter was obviously bothered by something. Dustin kept watching her, and Scott had trouble keeping eye contact.
At last, Chad began to flag. He could barely keep his eyes open. At some point they simply closed and he fell into the steady breathing pattern of sleep.
“Okay, let’s go,” Dustin whispered.
The trio slipped out of the room as quietly as possible. As soon as they reached the hallway, Scott spun on Dustin.
“Three suicides in one day! What the hell is going on?” 
“That last one claimed to be Kaja’s mother also,” Ronni said.
“I don’t know what is going on,” Dustin ran a hand through his curly blond hair and shoved his ball cap back on. “All I know is that Brett has been gone since we got back with your dad. Nobody has seen…or admits to seeing him. The search parties have come back empty and that big camp that we had been keeping an eye on is gone.”
“When it rains it pours,” Scott said. “Okay, well I am going to take the next group out. Ronni, you just get back in there with your dad and keep your eyes open. I have a feeling things are going to be a bit sketchy for a while and you should be there.”
“But I thought the doctor said that if he came out of the coma he would be okay.” 
Had it been three weeks? Ronni had lost track of time. Her days had revolved around the care of her father. When they had first returned, there was doubt that Chad would pull through. Between the infection, the loss of blood, dehydration, and whatever else, it was just too much for a person to endure. But her dad had proved the doctor wrong.
Today, he had opened his eyes. Only, so much had happened in that few weeks. It had started with a fever that went through the camp. Several people died in a short time and nothing seemed to help. After that was the fire. There was still suspicion that the fire had been set intentionally.
However, none of that held a candle to the sudden and peculiar division that had unexpectedly ripped the place almost in half. Apparently there were a lot of people that were angry that Dustin had allowed the religious aspect of the place to stop being the focus.
It was right around then that the first hanging occurred. Ronni had not seen it for herself, but she had heard. What was odd was that the person hanging had been one of the people known to be immune to the bite, and that was something that the radical religious group had seized upon. They said that those who were immune had been chosen by God.
Up to now, Ronni had kept her having been bitten a secret. At least…she thought it was a secret.
 
***
 
“Jody!” a voice called from out on the porch to the apartment that he shared with Selina.
“I’m gonna change my name to Butch,” Jody grumbled as he sat up, swung his legs over, and climbed out of bed.
Selina made a soft snoring sound, reached out and grabbed his pillow, pulled it in and continued to sleep. Jody envied the woman. Sure, she had all of the bad things that went along with being pregnant: morning sickness, a sore back, a body that was openly betraying her, and then there was the need to pee almost every fifteen minutes…or so it seemed sometimes. He made a conscious effort not to think about the sudden mood swings; those were deserving of their very own category.
“What is it?” Jody opened the front door to discover George standing on his porch. 
The man looked pale. It was no wonder; rumor had it that Margarita was very determined to get pregnant, and when the other women achieved that goal one by one until only she remained, she had turned her Latina passion as well as a bit of the fury on poor George Rosamilia. It got to the point where people would not even walk past the house because of the ruckus. If it wasn’t sex, it was screaming.
“You need to get to Tower One right away,” George said through labored breathing. Jody wondered briefly how a man exposed to so much physical activity could still be so obviously lacking in cardio endurance.
“What’s up?” Jody asked, sensing the concern in the normally stoic man.
“Just get to the tower,” George repeated. “I think you need to see and decide for yourself.”
Jody followed on the big man’s heels, a feeling in his gut that things had obviously been too calm these past several weeks. And now here it was…Murphy’s Law in action. As he approached the tower, he was already able to see what had George so upset.
“How long?” Jody asked as he walked beside the man.
“The watch came and woke me up about four this morning and said that something big was going down. As soon as it was light enough to see…well…” George made a sweeping gesture with his arm. 
Jody reached the tower and climbed up quickly. He accepted the binoculars from the watch and peered through them. It was not that he expected to really see what the situation might be, but he still needed to have a look.
He handed the glasses back and leaned on the rail. At least five plumes of black smoke were rising in the direction of where Pitts and his people should be. 
Early on, when this whole thing had begun, he remembered seeing what looked like the whole of Little Rock burning from the distance. There had been stories of refineries blowing up, entire neighborhoods swallowed by fire. The tales from survivors had been horrific. Burning zombies still pursuing the living, people trapped in buildings and having no better choice than to fling themselves from several stories above the ground. No matter how hard he tried, he just could not picture a scenario where he could willingly throw himself from a window and fall to what had to be a terrible death.
“Get Danny and a team of at least ten,” Jody said, turning to George. 
“You sure? I mean, if something bad happened there…and it was maybe another group that was even bigger…do we really want to tangle with that?” George asked.
“We have some of our own over there,” Jody said like that was all that needed saying.
Climbing down the ladder, his thoughts were on Kat and their last exchange. He would already carry the guilt of this situation for as long as he lived. If she had somehow ended up dead…he did not know if he would be able to bear the pain.
It took less than twenty minutes for the team to assemble. Other than George and Jody, he was not all that familiar with the others. Two were women…one of them being Margarita.
Jody pulled George aside when the woman arrived in full gear that she had obviously taken from the local supply since she had not arrived with anything of the sort.
“What the hell is she doing here?” Jody whispered; although apparently not soft enough.
“That is my home, and those are my people,” the woman said simply.
He could not argue a word against her point. He immediately thought of Kat and Selina and knew they would respond in much the same way. To make his decision just a bit easier—if he even had one in this instance—she seemed to know what she was doing with the shotgun and pistol she was carrying. Plus, he had definitely never seen that nasty curved blade that she wore on her hip. She had to have brought that in with her own gear. 
“Okay, listen up,” Jody called once the last person had jogged up to join the crowd and George gave him the nod. “Something bad has obviously occurred over at Swifton where Pitts and his people are set up. From the looks of it, things are very bad. This mission is simply to go and see what is up. As of now, we are not on the offensive. We may not like what we find, but if something hit Pitts and did that kind of damage, then we need to assume that whatever or whoever it is could wipe us out with no effort. Does anybody have any problem with keeping their safety on?”
“You saying we won’t even try something?” the other woman spoke up, a rifle slung across her body. It looked like she was very comfortable carrying that weapon.
“I’m sorry, Miss…” Jody left that as a question.
“Jess Gandley,” the woman answered. “My daughter Chelsie went over with the others.”
Jody sighed inwardly. He was having a real problem trusting that one or many of those with him that might be coming because they thought that this would be a chance to get in a few quick kills.
“We have to think of the community as a whole,” Jody said calmly. 
He wanted to get moving, and he knew that if he dared to kick anybody off this team, nothing would stop that person from slipping out on their own. It would be better if he could keep his eyes on a few of them.
Turning and starting out towards the rising black clouds, Jody set a quick pace. They had a few miles to cross through relatively open ground. And while the numerous fields and swamps had grown wild in the year they’d had without humanity’s interference, they would still be heavily exposed at least for the first good portion of their trip as they stuck to the highway.
It was almost two hours into their trip when they came upon a small herd of the undead. It was clear that they were being drawn in the direction of Sergeant Pitts’ compound. Jody sent George and Margarita to take them down. However, he could also see what looked like a much larger concentration up ahead. That had been the greatest advantage of being able to stick to the road for so long. They had made great time and had an excellent view of what was in front of them for a good distance. However, now it was time to move off the road and take to the high grass.
Things were fine until they reached a wide creek. The area around it was dense swampland. None of them were quite prepared for this sort of terrain, and the team got bogged down fast. When the first zombie rose up out of the murk, Jody thought that they had just signed their death certificates. Fortunately, this lone zombie seemed to be an anomaly. Danny took it down and no others came.
That part of the trip took a lot of the energy from the group, and even Jess Gandley, who had complained on more than one occasion that they were not moving fast enough, had grown very quiet. As they emerged from the marshy terrain, it looked as if the fires had died down considerably. There were only wisps of smoke still rising, and they had lost that rich black hue, fading to a pale gray.
They found themselves on a back road that one slightly bullet riddled sign proclaimed to be “Jackson 75”. Just ahead was a massive farmhouse with a large, fire-blackened shell of an RV trailer.
“Let’s use this location as a base of operation,” Jody announced. “Danny, take two people and make sure the house is secure. George you and I will inspect the trailer and that barn. Jess, pair up with somebody and search those storage sheds. Everybody else maintain a watch here in the entry of the driveway. Sound off if you hear or see anything.”
There was a sudden chatter of safeties being released and a team of men in full camo gear emerged from the high grass of the front yard.
“Or…” one of the men who had emerged called out, “you can all just stay right where you are and keep your hands clear of your weapons.”
 
***
 
“They’re inside!” Deanna wailed.
Sean sprinted for the door that led to the staircase and started pulling away the furniture. The sounds of hands clawing at several of the doors along the corridor had started. A few of the doors at the end of the hall flew open with a clatter. Others were starting to give and it would only be a matter of time before this hallway would be filled with the living dead.
With only his belt knife remaining, he was in no shape to fight off a bunch of zombies. He would have enough trouble with one or two.
Now he knew why this place had been abandoned. The only problem was that they could not go down. That massive herd was still milling about. The only choice was to go up.
As Sean yanked open the door, he only had a second to react as a pair of dead hands came for him. He stumbled and landed hard on his back. The zombie on top of him actually bounced once before it came to rest on him, staring down into his face with eyes that held no emotion. 
The mouth opened and he threw up a hand defensively. Sean screamed in pain as teeth clamped down and bone crunched. He had removed his gloves when he had started to grope Deanna. He thought the gesture a gallant one. He had been considerate enough to not reach up her shirt with a worn and filthy glove. And what had that gotten him?
“Sean!” Deanna shrieked as she rushed in and grabbed the zombie by the shoulders. It came off, but it took two of Sean’s fingers with it.
“It got me!” Sean wailed. He was no longer tough; he was no longer in control; he was no longer the kid who had been destined to be a hardened criminal by eighteen. Now, he was simply a frightened boy.
Deanna pulled Sean to his feet and looked up to find more zombies filling the doorway opening to the stairs that were their only chance of escape. Of course Sean’s only chance had dwindled to whether or not he would prove to be immune from the bite—he wasn’t.
Deanna shoved the first zombie back and it toppled the two behind it in a twisted parody of dominoes. She did not wait or allow for their chance to evaporate. Deanna pulled Sean with her and up the stairs they went.
The zombies had not made it this far yet but she could hear noise from behind the door that would open to the fourth floor, Still, they made it to the fifth without any more trouble. Unfortunately, they would now have to climb the metal ladder that led to the square in the roof. 
With no certainty that the hatch would actually lead to the roof, Deanna went first and cried in frustration when she discovered that the hatch was locked.
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Geek on the Run
 
“You have to keep your eyes shut and not move,” the voice whispered, lips so close to his ear that it tickled and he could feel the heat from the breath of the speaker. “If you understand me, I want you to make a fist with your right hand.”
Kevin made a fist. He was still not sure what was happening. His last memories were fuzzy and disjointed. He was trying to get a grasp on them, but they shot away like a wet watermelon seed between his fingers anytime he tried to think too hard.
“You need to listen and not react. That is going to be difficult, but I promise you that your life and that of your friends may well depend on you doing nothing,” the voice said.
That all seemed so important and ominous to Kevin. He thought he could remember a little about…
Aleah!
He shivered as the jolt of recollection hit. A firm hand gripped his arm and the voice came again with renewed urgency.
“If you try to sit up or move, I won’t be able to help you. That means that you won’t be able to help your friends, and I am guessing that by the end of today, you may never see any of them again. Clench your fist again if you understand.”
Kevin clenched his fist, but it was with more than just simple understanding. He felt his anger growing as the events of his last memories came back. The trickle was slow at first, but it turned to a flood as he lay there in impotent helplessness.
“First, let me assure you that, last I saw, that girl Heather was fine. They have her confined in a wing that is sort of isolated from any of the rest of the population…which they have confined at the moment under some bullshit excuse. As for the other two, the names escape me, but they were led out of the compound. There is a place where any who are excluded get sent to, and I know where that is.”
Kevin was hearing the words, but they were not exactly making sense at the moment. He knew he would be upset as soon as he could get his brain to come out of the fog, but for the time being he would have to settle for confused.
“W-why…” he tried to ask, but a hand covered his mouth immediately.
“No talking. You will get us both killed.” 
Kevin felt the hand move away slowly. He tried to crack his eyes open to slits in order to get a look at this person, but the brightness was too much and he squeezed them shut.
“Now listen up, and keep still,” the female voice resumed after a few seconds of silence. “The powers that be in this place have gone off the deep end. I am responsible for some of it, but we don’t have time to get into that now. What you need to know is that I want to help get you out of here. There are about fifty of us that have been ready to leave for quite a while, but fifty against a few thousand would be suicide. Now that paranoia has gripped the council, we have our window. It may never open again.
“You were the last straw so to speak. What they are doing is wrong on any level…no matter the excuses being given. Now, if I don’t end up getting us all killed, I am going to do my best to make things right…at least as much as I am able. Stay as still as you can for just a few more minutes.”
Kevin felt something loosen around his waist. Remaining still was harder than he anticipated as the sudden urge to simply get up and bolt came in a rush.
“Doctor Billings, could you come here for a minute please, something seems odd with the chart on Mister Dreon,” the female voice spoke out.
“Odd in what way, Dr. Reno?” a male voice that sounded like it belonged to a very elderly man replied. 
Kevin heard the sound of a distant chair being scooted and then the click-clack of hard-soled shoes on tile. He did his best to simply remain still, but as the events that had led to him being in this situation began to color themselves in, he struggled not to act. 
“What the—” Dr. Billings’ voice started in alarm, but was quickly muffled.
“I never did like you, you prick,” Dr. Reno hissed.
“Okay, Kevin…can you open your eyes?”
Kevin complied, discovering that the blinding light was only a minor discomfort compared with his last attempt. He still could not see much more than dark and blurry images, but now he was contending with acute nausea. Sitting up, Kevin promptly turned his head to the side and vomited an opaque, watery bile.
Slowly, a figure came into focus. The woman reminded him of the stereotypical soccer mom. Her hair was cut in a short bob, she showed a few laugh lines and just a wisp of gray cut a path through her light brown hair. Her eyes were brown and a few crows’ feet had taken perch at the corners. Her nose was just slightly upturned and her thin lips were just somewhat curved in a perpetual smile.
“I’m being rescued by June Cleaver,” Kevin muttered to himself.
“What was that?” Dr. Reno leaned close.
“Nothing.” 
Kevin waved a hand in dismissal and tried to sit up. The room only spun a little bit. He was not at all surprised when the woman handed him a set of fatigues, gloves, and a helmet with a riot faceguard.
The entire time he dressed, the doctor paced from him to the door. She kept urging him to go faster, but Kevin was still not fully clear of the fog from whatever drugs had kept him knocked out and in the induced coma. At last he cinched the final boot lace and stood, ready to go.
“Okay…now what?” Kevin asked as he stepped over the sprawled figure of the man he’d heard addressed as Dr. Billings.
“We have to make for the dorm where the rest of those who will be leaving with us are waiting.” Dr. Reno turned to face Kevin with a grim expression. “That is where I am afraid I will require you to do some rather unsavory things.”
“Like kill somebody?”
“Exactly.”
“Then let’s get moving.” Kevin was surprised at how matter-of-fact he made his voice sound. The reality of what was going on in his head was a different matter entirely.
While he certainly had no love for his captors, he still felt a bit squeamish about taking the lives of living beings. It just seemed so wrong given that the living-to-undead ratio was so slanted. However, he was also a very pragmatic person and understood very well what needed to be done.
“So, what do I call you?” Kevin asked as he stepped up beside the doctor who was peering through the shutters and out to the hallway beyond.
“Doctor Miriam Reno is what used to hang on my door,” the woman said absently. “But seriously, I don’t think titles mean squat anymore…so Miriam will do just fine.”
“But you’re a doctor,” Kevin said with obvious admiration in his voice. “I’d say that makes you worth your weight in gold?”
“You making cracks about my weight?” Miriam’s voice was stern. She glanced over her shoulder at Kevin with lips pressed tight, but a second later they curved up into a smile. “Relax, Kevin, I crack jokes when I’m nervous…and they usually aren’t very funny. You’ll get used to it.”
“I bet you were a hoot the first few weeks of the zombie apocalypse,” Kevin snarked.
They moved out into the hallway and headed for the doors that led outside. The warm glow of sunlight coming through the windows on those doors made their own part of the hall look that much darker. They had covered half the distance when a loud explosion shook the walls, rattling the doors in their frames and sending dust down in a lazy cascade.
“What the—” Kevin started, but Miriam grabbed his hand and took off for the exit.
“Whatever it is, we don’t want to be part of it.”
Kevin certainly agreed with that sentiment. He discovered that his ability to run was still a bit clumsy, and twice he almost fell. The doctor proved to be sturdier than he imagined as she ducked her head under his arm and lent support to his still wobbly legs.
They reached the door and chanced a look outside. There was no sign of activity. At first, Kevin thought that to be a good thing, but then he realized that this place had actually been a populated and busy compound when he’d first spied it. The lack of activity suddenly seemed ominous and unsettling.
“Where the heck is everybody?” Kevin whispered.
“Locked up for the most part. Only so-called essential personnel are actually allowed out and about for the time being. You really caused a divide, Mr. Dreon.”
“And by essential personnel…” Kevin left that open as a question.
“From what I have seen, it consists mostly of Jordan Cranston’s goon squads that act as the compound’s security team and a few of Latricia Jones’ holier-than-thou creeps. They have been weaseling their way in to power for a while now…and this was the tipping point on the scale. First they manufactured division within our own group, then they manufactured a war between the people that they kicked out and those of us who stayed.” Miriam glanced at Kevin and shrugged. “Sorry…almost got up on my soap box and we really don’t have time for that now. We need to get out of here.”
“Agreed, and…” Kevin’s voice trailed off as his gaze tracked skyward to the point where he had his face pressed against the glass so he could better look up.
“What?” Miriam stepped forward.
“Smoke.” Kevin pointed. 
“I wonder what blew up?”
“We gotta get moving. You said that you know where Heather is, let’s get her and these people that you say are on your side and let’s get out of here.”
The woman fumbled in her pockets and produced a set of keys. Unlocking the door, they were immediately hit by the various smells from the fire.
“That’s not good,” Miriam said as they bounded down the stairs.
“What?” 
“The fire is in the direction of where they are keeping your friend…that is the propane tank area.”
Almost on cue, another explosion rocked the ground and sent a roiling mix of smoke and flame screaming up into the sky. Miriam grabbed Kevin and tried to pull him away.
“I have to try to save Heather.” Kevin felt his lips move, he heard the words, but his feet had ceased moving in that direction. He was no idiot. He knew hopeless when he saw it.
Shoulders slumped, he turned to follow Miriam. She was rambling on about how they had to hurry and release those she knew to be sympathetic, or at least against the way things had evolved within the compound. Kevin heard nothing except the roar of flames occasionally punctuated by another lesser explosion.
 
***
 
“Don’t matter one way or another if we come all this way and leave with nothing,” Rose pointed out. 
Aleah had insisted that they return to their hideout. But before she could do anything, she watched as Rose came her way at a sprint. Getting beyond where the majority of the zombies had gathered at the base of the steep berm, the girl barely broke stride as she jumped and landed on her butt, sliding the rest of the way in a cascade of dirt and gravel.
When she reached the bottom, the girl proved to be rather smart as she ran for a partially knocked down house across the street. She used the back end of the car that was jutting from what might have been a bedroom judging by where it had come to rest to help herself up to the roof. After a few yells and hoots to draw attention, she ran over the crest and vanished from sight.
Aleah eventually realized that the pain in her chest was from holding her breath. She let it out in a sudden exhale of relief when Rose popped up from behind the fence of the house next door. She went to the girl and reached her just as Rose’s feet hit the ground.
“We gotta go!” Aleah had insisted.
Rose had waved her off. When Aleah maintained her stance on the desire to leave, saying that if Catie was still alive, she would probably be heading to the warehouse complex and might be in a hurry to vacate the area, Rose seemed not to notice or hear a word.
Neither of them wanted to consider the possibility that Kevin and/or Heather might not be in tow. Still, Rose was adamant about grabbing supplies if there were any to be had.
Aleah was still trying to think of another way to win this argument when the younger girl simply turned on her heel and disappeared into the house that she had been about to investigate just before that first explosion.
Climbing through the window, Aleah found herself in a bathroom. The door was open, showing a long, dark, and thankfully empty, hallway. Rose was just vanishing around a corner as Aleah got to her feet and hurried after.
“It ain’t much,” Rose sighed as she flipped open cabinet after cabinet to reveal a few odds and ends, “but there are a few cans of soup. One of ‘em is even tomato…that was my favorite.” A wistfulness seeped into her voice.
Aleah hurried over and helped grab the scant items that could be used which included a few foil pouches of themed seasonings like taco flavor and Chicago chicken. If they had to boil more lawn clippings, maybe this stuff would make them somewhat palatable.
“Just a few more houses,” Rose said.
“Nope,” Aleah’s voice was firm, “this place was some sort of hold out for what looks like had to be a small group.” She had noticed the one bedroom with the five or six sleeping bags still unrolled on the floor—she had also noticed the two decaying bodies in  one corner with their brains painting the walls in dark, moldy clumps. “I would be willing to bet that they hit everything close. We would just be wasting time.”
Rose’s face showed that she wanted to argue. The small bag in her hand looked pathetic considering that it represented almost their entire food supply. 
They left the house in silence and started back to the warehouse complex. The mood was somber and Aleah found that she had to keep dabbing at her eyes. Hope was retreating faster than she could go to catch it. She saw the slumped shoulders and occasional wipe of the eyes from Rose as well and knew that the girl’s feeling likely matched her own.
They were just about to cross the road and enter the catacomb of long warehouse buildings when something whistled overhead and struck the leaning stop sign they had just passed with a loud clang.
The pair froze at first, but then the flight instinct took over as they bolted at a sprint for the nearest building. They skidded to a halt as a pair of figures dressed in full body armor and sporting rifles stepped out from the shadows.
 
***
 
Catie hauled herself up and over one vehicle after another. These people had done an amazing job of making sure that the trucks, vans, busses and other automobiles that made up this metallic Jenga puzzle were of a variety of sizes. You could not simply hop from one to another. 
At last she was clear and took off through the overgrown field that was between her and the final highway that she would have to cross before reaching the warehouse complex where she had left Aleah and Rose. Every so often, the thoughts of the bad news she would be relaying tried to rear up. She suppressed it and kept her mind focused on just getting to her destination.
A few lone zombies had spied her and were now on an intercept course that would cut her off. That was a problem she could get behind. As she neared the first of the undead, she made the conscious choice not to draw any weapon. This poor unfortunate would be the recipient of her frustration.
She slammed into the frail looking creature with a lowered shoulder. It spun and toppled to the ground gracelessly. Before it could try to roll over, Catie came down with a booted foot in the middle of the face. The impact was more of a squish than a crack. For some reason, that made her even angrier. Again and again she stomped, until there was nothing but a pulpy mess from just above the neck.
As more of the creatures began to emerge from whatever places they had been hiding, Catie continued her assault. Alternating between yelling taunts and absolute, grim-faced silence, she hit, kicked, and stomped. At last she spun in circles, her anger now centered on the fact that there were no more zombies to kill. 
With a sigh, she surveyed her area of destruction. Bodies lay everywhere; each showing a large spreading stain on the ground where bits of brain and skull punctuated the black, uneven halos.
Entering the warehouse compound, she could feel the adrenaline burning away, leaving total fatigue in its place. She entered the building where Rose and Aleah should be and was not surprised to discover it empty. 
Her mind sorted out the possibilities. They could be out foraging; Catie knew they were low on supplies when she’d left them. However, the possibilities were infinite. Perhaps it was time to strike out on her own. It would save her the job of delivering the bad news about Kevin and Heather.
Mind made up, Catie climbed up onto a shelving unit that was bolted to the wall. It was sturdy enough and had wide enough shelves that she could catch a quick nap before heading north. Her mind began to catalog all the things that she would need as she brushed away at least the worst of the dust that lined the shelf she would call her bed before climbing in and collapsing. That had to be the reason she did not hear anything until it was too late.
“You there,” a male voice barked, “put your hands out to the sides where we can see them and climb down real slow.”
 
***
 
Dr. Miriam Reno had grossly misjudged the number of people who were part of the group ready to leave. Of course some of it might have had something to do with the now raging inferno. She and Kevin were standing outside the auditorium before a crowd of several hundred.
The coup had been very anti-climactic when it was all said and done. As it turned out, Latricia and Jordan were the main force behind the rebellion. Their only advantage had been that they had gotten to the weapons lockers and armed their side first. It was basic math as far as Kevin was concerned. Thirty people with guns against a population with none was almost an even odds fight, but arm the other side and it was a non-issue.
“What about The Guardians?” a voice called from the throng of people gathered around.
“They are concentrated to the south,” Adam Scott, a young man with long blond hair that reminded Kevin of something from an 80s hair band answered. “That leaves every other direction if you want to get away from them.”
Kevin moved away from the group and could not help but stare with heartbreak at the conflagration that was the building Heather had been confined to. To think of all she had done, all she had become…and to see it all snuffed out so pointlessly. Even worse, she died alone. Kevin could think of nothing sadder, and he had certainly seen his share of sorrow in the past year or so.
“So, you say you have a spot where you might be able to meet up with others from your group?” Miriam was standing in front of Kevin with arms crossed and a raised eyebrow that invited an answer.
“Yeah, so that is where I am headed.” Kevin spun and started off, but a hand gripped his forearm.
“Hold on, brother,” Adam said with a hint of amusement in his voice. “You got nothing. Not a weapon, food…heck, not even a bottle of water. You wouldn’t last the day.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I made it this far. I know what I need to find.” Kevin turned on the man and glared at the hand still grasping him.
Adam released his grip and stepped back with a look that Kevin almost thought might be apologetic. “No disrespect intended, fella. I was just saying that you should probably grab some gear. We got plenty to spare. No need to start off in the hole.”
Kevin glanced at Miriam who gave a curt nod, but it was obvious that she was lost a bit in thoughts of her own at the moment. Kevin looked around and realized that, while it looked like almost everybody was loading up an assortment of carts and wagons—including what looked like a near perfect replica of an old prairie schooner—there were a handful of individuals still gathered around that showed no inclination of going anyplace.
“Sorry,” Kevin finally apologized with a deep sigh. He turned away from the fire and faced the man. “I just…” His voice trailed off and he realized he had no idea what to say. The events of the past several days had been too surreal to get his mind around. And now that it was being compounded with the loss of Heather, he was simply speechless.
“A few of us would like to join up with you if you don’t mind,” Adam said after the silence had dragged on for several seconds. “Got a couple of the guys tossing some stuff in a wagon as we speak. Figure we got about another twenty minutes before the undead start converging in huge numbers…that fire will bring ‘em for sure. Plus, we got enemies in the area…they will be in soon enough to pick through our remains.”
Just then, a young man of about sixteen sprinted up. He took a few deep gasps before he could talk. At last, through his labored panting, he managed to say, “That woman who done this went over the north wall. A few sets of eyes saw her headed toward the Dorchester industrial warehouse complex.”
“Wait!” Kevin’s head popped up. He now had a focus for his pain. “Somebody did this on purpose?”
“Yeah,” the young man spoke after getting a slight nod from Adam. “Rumor has it some gal come in just a couple days ago. The doc had a look at her. Guess she had a stab wound or something.”
“That little thing did this?” Suddenly Dr. Reno was back in the conversation. “I was there when Dr. Billings stitched her up and ran the tests to see if she was immune. Turned out she was, but I have a difficult time believing that slip of a girl could be responsible for all of this.” She waved an arm in the direction of the fire which actually seemed to be burning out.
“Then you gonna flip when you hear she is the one who supposedly took out Latricia and Jordan,” the boy said with a shake of his head, indicating that perhaps he did not believe it either.
“Which way did she go?” Kevin stepped forward, grabbing the boy by the arm and turning him so that they were face-to-face.
“Over the wall just on the other side of Propane Row…or what used to be Propane Row.”
Kevin did not wait; spinning on his heel, he took off in a wide arc around the blast zone. As he passed the outer edge of the buildings affected by the blast and ensuing fire, he could not help but look that way one more time.
“I will get whoever did this to you, Heather,” Kevin vowed.
He was up and over the wall before he realized he had a dozen people, Dr. Miriam Reno and Adam Scott among them, in tow. Once they made eye contact, Adam quickened his pace and fell in beside Kevin. 
“You may want these,” he handed a holstered pair of Glocks to Kevin along with a small pouch that looked to contain four spare mags.
“Why would you do this?” Kevin finally asked. “I know my reason, but what is yours?”
“Despite the dysfunction, that was still our home,” Adam finally said with a shrug. “Of course…a bunch of us was fixing to leave, but that is beside the point.”
They had made it through the maze of interlocked vehicles when Kevin spotted some movement ahead. A single person was in the midst of at least thirty of the undead. He was initially fascinated by the person’s fluidity as this individual took down zombie after zombie with a series of kicks, sweeps, and shoulder charges. He knew anger when he saw it, but there was something else. He needed to get closer to be sure.
Turning to face the people who had fallen in with him for whatever reason, he spoke quickly. “We split up and come in from both sides, but nobody is to hurt this person. I want to see them for myself.”
He noticed some looks being exchanged, but he could not be concerned with perception at the moment. Without another word, he took off at a jog in a wide arc to the right. He could hear some sort of conversation taking place as he did so. They were either deciding who was going which direction, or if they would be abandoning the crazy guy; either way suited him fine.
Kevin reached the large expanse of giant warehouses and quickly found one with a ladder lying beside it. He chose not to question his good fortune and quickly set it against the building and climbed up. Just as he reached the roof, he spotted the lone figure making its way in between two buildings that ran parallel to each other. He stayed low and followed along until the person stopped at a door, looked around—obviously wary that somebody might be following—and then ducked inside. 
Kevin noted which door the person used and then climbed back down. Just as his feet hit the ground, Adam stepped out from behind a Dumpster with four other individuals. Each was wearing what looked like prison riot gear, and each carried an automatic rifle which he was almost confident enough to assume to be M4s. There were a variety of other weapons dangling from belts and holsters, but those rifles were enough to make anybody pause.
“Follow me,” was all Kevin said. He turned and headed for the door he had seen the person duck inside.
Opening the door quietly, Kevin peered into the shadow shrouded open room. It was about fifty by fifty and the walls were lined with big metal shelves that had been bolted into place. His eyes immediately tracked to the figure that had climbed to the fifth shelf and was busily wiping away a cloud of dust.
“You there,” he barked, “put your hands out to the sides where we can see them and climb down real slow.”
“If I put my hands out to the sides…I will probably fall,” a familiar voice replied. Kevin could hear the fatigue and absolutely apathetic tone. It was so foreign coming from…
“Catie?” Kevin stepped into the room.
The face that turned to greet him looked awful. It was splattered with flecks of dark nastiness and streaked from the obvious tears that had come in a rush. The eyes were red and puffy around the edges and it took Kevin a moment to recall that she had been tested like he had and found to be immune. 
Good thing, he thought. That much splatter, she had to have gotten some in her eyes…maybe even her mouth. That last thought made him shudder.
“Kevin?” Catie said with obvious disbelief. However, a second later, that emotion was replaced by another and the young woman launched herself from the shelves. She landed with catlike agility and sprung into his arms.
“I was sure you were dead…or that I would never see you again.”
“Yeah,” Kevin said, agreeing with both sentiments.
The two hugged each other close until Catie finally pulled back and looked up at Kevin with tears in her eyes. “Heather?”
That name hung in the air, and Kevin wanted to answer, but he had to try and figure out a way to do so that would not send this woman into a spiral of self-incrimination. He knew firsthand just how bad that could tear a person up on the inside. Eventually, he did the only thing he could think of; he shook his head.
“Aleah and Rose were here,” Catie finally said with a sniff. “I had them stay behind so that I could try to find you…but it all went so wrong. Nothing worked…and when I got back, they were gone.”
That news actually brightened Kevin’s outlook. That meant it was still possible that he could find them. Everybody had been well versed in the route he would be taking to South Dakota. He would follow it and look for them along the way.
 
***
 
Room after room, Heather opened doors using the set of keys she had found on the desk just inside the long corridor-lined with doors on both sides to discover groups of individuals huddled within. Some darted past her and outside without so much as a word of thanks. Some cowered in the corners and stayed that way after she left them. Others hugged her and told her she was an angel sent to deliver them.
Of all the reactions, while she appreciated the sentiment, the smell made her wish they would just hurry on their way. After opening the last door, she fell in with the group and followed. She had no idea what to expect and wanted to try and simply meld in with the crowd.
The first breath of fresh air was perhaps the sweetest that she could remember in a long time. Now that she was outside, Heather scanned for an exit. She could not believe her luck. The watch tower closest to her was currently empty. 
Not wanting to question her good fortune, or give it time to change, she took off at a sprint. Quickly scaling the ladder, Heather was up, over, and out before anybody seemed to notice. The only problem now was that she had no form of protection, no supplies, and absolutely no idea where the others might be…if any of them still lived. Her only choice was to make the big circle around the compound and hope that she could eventually catch Catie.
She knew where the first meet up location was, and so that would be her goal. Making her way through the bumper-to-bumper vehicle barricade took time, and when she came out, she realized that she was very near to where they had originally met up with the residents of that compound. The overpass was just ahead. She would make for that and use the elevation to hopefully get a better look at her surroundings.
As she neared, something underneath the overpass caught her eye. She recalled when they had first arrived and Kevin had sent them up the overpass while he went to investigate something. Seeing the bodies with the signs around their necks swinging in the steady breeze, now she knew why he had looked so drawn and pale when he had caught up.
Making her way up the surprisingly steep grade, she at last reached the crest and paused to look. The plume of smoke from the compound was already diminishing. Maybe the damage was not as bad as it had seemed. Of course the entire stock of propane was gone, but maybe that was just a setback. No matter, she was not going to be sad to put that place behind her.
Movement in the distance caught her eye, and Heather had to cup her hands to block out the little bit of glare that the afternoon sun was providing. It did not help much, but it was something. Spotting a huge warehouse complex in the distance, she made that her visual landmark and set off in the direction of where she had seen something that was moving way too fast to be a zombie.
It ended up being farther away than she first thought, and soon, Heather was forced to slow her pace to a brisk walk. She was thankful for that when a group of armed people popped up into her field of vision.
“Probably from that damn compound,” she hissed as she crouched low and watched them split into two groups.
She moved up beside a derelict delivery van and observed the one group that would pass closest to her. For some reason, one of their group was way ahead and did not seem to have any intention of waiting for the others.
Heather rubbed her eyes. It couldn’t be! She was about to jump to her feet and shout Kevin’s name when something grabbed her ankle. Heather choked on the name that never made it past her lips as a mouthful of saliva went down the wrong pipe.
Choking and sputtering, she crab-walked away from the legless zombie that pulled itself out from under the van. It had been a very emaciated Asian man, and that had to be the only way he’d fit under that van sitting on four flat tires.
By the time she recovered herself, Kevin and the people who appeared to be following him had vanished into the warehouse complex. Giving a nasty glare to the zombie that continued in futility to try and reach Heather, she gave it one kick for good measure and took off at a run.
She reached the entrance to the rows of long warehouses and slowed. This would be a terrible time to run into a zombie or three unawares. She’d just had a reminder about how a person needed to remain vigilant at all times.
Looking down the long, empty alley that ran between two huge gray buildings, Heather instantly spied one door that was wide open. That seemed like as good of a place to start as any. Slowing as she reached the door, Heather chanced a peek inside. A hand reached out and grabbed her by the shoulder, yanking her off her feet and sending her sprawling on her belly.
Heather glanced up to discover herself looking up at the barrels of several assorted rifles. Oddly enough, she only gave the weapons a cursory glance.
“Kevin!” she exclaimed.
A moment later, she was swept up in a three person hug. She noted that both of them initially stared at her with open-mouthed amazement like she had performed some miraculous feat before they rushed her and wrapped her in their arms.
“I think we can stand down,” a voice said, but none of the trio noticed.
“I thought…” Kevin looked at Heather, his eyes darted to Catie and then away. Heather had no idea what that was about. Maybe she would ask later, but at the moment, all she cared about was being back with the group. Only…it still wasn’t the group.
“Where are Aleah and Rose?” she asked. She also wanted to ask Catie where the rest of the kids were, but she did not want to spoil the good vibes that were being shared at the moment. Besides, she had a feeling that she knew.
Catie briefly explained everything up to where she departed to be captured. She was vaguely aware that the strangers from the compound had gathered around to listen as well.
“You actually let somebody stab you?” one of the riot gear clad men asked with obvious awe in his voice. “Damn…remind me not to ever piss you off. You are one bad chick.”
At that moment, the door swung open wide. Guns came to bear on the opening which revealed two females being escorted at gunpoint; each with looks of surprise on their faces. Those expressions quickly shifted and the trio became a quintet. More tears spilled and each of them talked over the other as the onlookers stepped back and watched the scene unfold.
“Finally!” Aleah crowed through her tears as she kissed Kevin for at least the twentieth time.
“I know,” Kevin agreed. “I thought that I might never see you again.”
“No” Aleah shook her head, the smile on her face growing even wider. “We get a happy reunion…”
“Just like in the movies!” Rose, Catie, Heather and Aleah all sang together.
The group paused for a second, and then they all burst out laughing. The gang who still stood back a bit watching it all shared looks of confusion.
“Must be an inside joke,” Dr. Miriam Reno said with a shake of the head.
“Well I hate to break up the happy reunion,” Adam whispered, “but we need to put some distance between ourselves and this place as soon as we can. That blast will have drawn every zom for miles…and if that massive horde from before comes back…” He left those words in the air for the others to ponder.
“I think we can give them a few minutes,” Miriam whispered. “Considering what they’ve just been through, five minutes won’t kill us.”
“Maybe that used to be the case back before the zoms,” Adam quipped, “but these days, I’m not so sure.”
“Five minutes,” Miriam insisted.
True to her word, the doctor kept her group back as the five weeping, laughing, hugging individuals a few feet away reveled in each other’s company. At last, she gave a nod to the others and stepped forward.
“I really do hate to be the wet blanket,” Miriam spoke in a tone loud enough and with a certain degree of sharpness to get everybody’s attention, “but we must be going. There is little doubt that blast will bring a lot of the undead in the area to investigate.”
“We?” Aleah spun on the doctor. She recognized the woman as one of the people who had tended to her and drawn blood. That instantly classified her as an enemy. “I think you have done enough.”
“Aleah,” Kevin leaned in close and whispered in the angry woman’s ear, “this one rescued me. She is not part of the bad guys. I will fill you in on the road, but these people are okay.”
Just that quickly, the bubble of happiness seemed to deflate. The reunion was over, and now it was back to the task of survival.
“I think we all have a lot to explain,” Aleah said, this time her gaze directed at Catie.
“Are we really going to do this now?” Rose muttered.
“No,” Aleah said with a shake of her head, “you’re right. I think I am just a bit overwhelmed. Sorry.”
“So,” Kevin turned to face Miriam, Adam, and her band, “perhaps now is a good time to introduce ourselves.”
“Let’s do it while we walk,” Adam said with a wave towards the door. “Barney, you and Shauna take point, get out about a hundred yards ahead.” Two members of the group started to exit, but Adam grabbed them by the shoulder to get them to hold up a moment. He turned back to Kevin. “Which way did you say we are headed?”
 
***
 
The rest of the afternoon proved blessedly uneventful. As promised, everybody was introduced as they moved north using the elevated train tracks as suggested by Catie to get them all the way to Interstate 90. Along the way, they passed through several neighborhoods. The devastation was on a scale that Kevin had not yet witnessed; and by the looks of it, the undead were only a small fraction of the problem.
They passed houses with graffiti scrawled on every exterior surface with cryptic messages, open threats, and gang tags. Large areas were simply burned to the ground. All along the way, Adam would send a pair of his people every so often to scout into the surrounding neighborhoods for any signs of supplies. Each time, they came back empty handed.
“I can’t believe it,” Kevin eventually whispered.
He had always figured that the zombie apocalypse would be able to wipe out humanity. However, from his vantage point, it looks like the zombies really were not the problem.
“Yeah,” Dr. Miriam Reno was walking beside Kevin and Aleah, “this place was a real war zone when things went south. The military evacuated two days after martial law was declared because they were outgunned. I was actually trying to go north and to Chicago Memorial when I and the group I was travelling with were stopped by a convoy of Army vehicles heading south. In fact, it was maybe just around here.” She looked out toward where Interstate 90 could be seen in the east. “They said that gangs had taken the Southside and that all military as well as community services such as police and fire were being pulled out. Of course, by then, there wasn’t much left of those support services.”
“I just don’t understand,” Aleah said with a sigh.
“Simple,” Rose piped up. “If there ain’t nobody to enforce the rules, then there ain’t any. I don’t want to come out and make a guess, but I am going to bet that none of y’all ever been on welfare…stood in line for ten hours at a free clinic, or been sitting in your living room when the power gets shut off ‘cause you are five months behind on the bill.”
“But why destroy everything?” Aleah asked.
“Lots of reasons.”
“Such as?” Dr. Reno cast a curious look at the young girl who seemed suddenly to be wise beyond her years.
“Pissed off at the system that left you to die a slow death of poverty…pissed off at the police who give you a hard time just because they can…or just plain pissed off,” Rose answered with a shrug of her shoulders. “You all lived what were probably normal lives…didn’t have to be rich, but you wasn’t poor or you wouldn’t be asking these questions. It is hard not to be mad when your country worries more about starving kids in a country most of y’all can’t probably find on a map than you do about the ones in Chicago, Philly, or Atlanta. And it ain’t even gots to be about race, I had lots of broke ass white friends, Mexicans, Asians. Poor is probably the only thing in this country that really wasn’t racist. Poor loves everybody…at least that was what my mama used to say.”
The group continued on in relative silence for the rest of the afternoon. By the time darkness was stretching the shadows, the scouts had returned with a good location to stay for the night.
The group climbed down from the El tracks and waded into the neighborhood. The scouts pulled up in front of a mostly intact tan building.
“Mama Tu’s Korner Store?” somebody quipped.
“Don’t knock it,” one of the scouts said over her shoulder, “whoever was here last did a damn fine job of barricading the upstairs apartment.”
The group climbed in through the busted out front window, glass crunching underfoot. None of them paid any notice to the small cluster of rotting corpses just inside. 
The narrow stairs were a real challenge as they were strewn with broken furniture, shelving, and even the bumper of a car. All of it was laced with barbed wire to make it just a bit more treacherous.
“So why are we doing this?” Heather complained as she carefully plucked the hem of her jeans free from where they had gotten snagged.
“Because it would be nice to sleep through the night without having to deal with any nosy zombies,” the scout, Heather thought his name was David Semmet, called from the doorway. “Besides, wait until you get up here.”
First of Kevin’s group, Heather was at last out of the obstacle-laden stairwell. She walked into the small studio apartment and gave an appreciative nod. Still, her eyes could not help but fixate on the corpse curled up in the fetal position under the small coffee table.
She walked over to take a closer look and was puzzled. The room had boxes of canned goods, cases of water, and a rack full of assorted rifles with metal cases of ammo underneath, each clearly marked as to their caliber.
One by one, the rest of the group made it to the room. Soon, everybody was standing in silence, staring down at the corpse on the floor. There were no signs of a bite, or any sort of external injury.
“What the hell?” Catie finally breathed, nudging the corpse with the toe of her boot.
“Diabetic,” Dr. Miriam Reno announced, elbowing through the crowd. She held a ragged cardboard box in one hand, a hypodermic kit still in its plastic seal in the other. “The poor guy ran out of insulin. He probably went into shock after some very painful hours of sickness, and then into a coma.”
“Jesus,” Adam said with a shake of his head.
“Are we just going to leave him there?” Heather knelt by the figure, casting a glance over her shoulders at the others.
“S’matter, sweetheart, does he give you the creeps?” David Semmet guffawed.
Heather popped to her feet and spun on the young man who was not that much older than she. “I got news for you, you little toy soldier, I have done more and seen more since this popped off than you better hope you ever witness. A dead body does not bother me…but it would be an act of decency to at least wrap this poor man up in a sheet instead of leaving him here, stuck to the floor in his own putrid filth. You got a problem with that?”
“Nope.” David took a step back and raised his hands in surrender. “None at all.”
A moment later, Rose appeared with a blue plaid sheet in her hands. Together, the pair actually managed to mostly straighten out the body and then wrap it in the clean linen. The entire time, Kevin sat back and tried to get a bead on his new companions.
There was Dr. Miriam Reno; she had been the first voice he heard after coming out of his medically induced coma. She claimed that the uprising in the compound was really just a minority. Kevin could believe that. In his experience, the fewest people could often ruin things for the majority.
Adam Scott. Kevin almost laughed every time he thought of the guy. Seriously, he was like a bad 80s action movie hero come to life with his long blond hair, blue eyes, and laid back attitude. Still, there was an alertness in the man’s eyes. Even when he was smiling, you felt like he was studying everything around him. He wondered what the man had done before the zombie apocalypse.
David Semmet was about Heather’s age and carried himself as if those guns on his hips and the one over his shoulder made him invincible. He wore a Marine-style crew cut that only showed off the odd shape of his head and the three rolls that looked like sausages on the back of his neck. His brown eyes were a bit dull and Kevin did not care for the young man.
Shauna Galin was a mystery to Kevin. She seldom spoke except in the line of duty. Her hair was a dirty blond that was almost sandy…but not quite; which only added to her generic looks. Still, she had eyes similar to Adam in that they missed nothing.
Barney Gresham looked like a news anchor with his clean appearance and obscenely well-kept hair. Kevin had no idea how the guy pulled it off a year plus into the end of civilization, but this guy never looked ruffled. His dark hair had a tinge of gray that highlighted his steel blue eyes. His voice was deep and at just over six feet tall, he had an athletic body that moved with grace. That last bit was something Kevin had really noticed when they had made their way up that cursed stairwell.
Selma Maxwell was the generic soccer mom…except for all the firepower she was packing. Also, he’d seen her peel off more than once to take down a few zombies. She was a no nonsense sort who showed little reaction as she walked up and drove the long spike she kept dangling from her belt into the heads of zombies.
Cherish Brandini. The only thing that Kevin could think of was that sort of woman who married a rich guy, joined the local country club, and then talked nasty about every woman not in hearing range. She would look you right in the eyes and smile, but it never reached past her curled lips. There were definite signs of medical upkeep in her face as well as the unnatural breasts that she still seemed inclined to try and keep on display. 
Bill Sten was an honest to goodness former pro wrestler. He had never hit the majors as a big name, but he had been a good fall guy for a few of the bigger personalities. Kevin knew they had to be big names mostly because he recognized them when he heard them and had never once watched one single match. Bill was balding, but his dark, curly hair was thick enough to hide that fact unless it got wet.
Jose Reyes and Manuel Rodriguez pretty much kept to themselves since they could only speak very limited English. Neither men were much taller than five feet. Jose was almost as wide as he was tall, and Manuel was as skinny as his friend was round.
Jane Mendel was tall, leggy, curvy in all the right places, but had suffered a terrible and disfiguring face wound that had left her with what looked like a permanent scowl. Still, her dark eyes made up for it with a sparkle. She was also the one that could translate for Jose and Manuel.
Last was Jill Smythe. She had been a coffee shop singer and still carried her guitar. Kevin was not surprised when they had settled in and she opened her pack that she was carrying what looked like a hundred sets of strings. She had straight red hair that hung around her oval face and brought out the abundance of freckles. Her eyes were a hazel that bordered on green and her skin was the classic ivory. As soon as she spoke, Kevin heard that Irish lilt.
Jill had come from a long line of police officers. When she had decided to leave the force and pursue music, her dad had been furious. When she had come out of the closet at Christmas by bringing her new girlfriend…that had been it. Jill had a lot of sadness in her heart, and it came out in her music.
Kevin settled in with Aleah, Heather, Catie, and Rose as Jane went to the roof for first watch and everybody else fell into whatever spot on the floor they were standing. It was almost no time before the sounds of snores varying in pitch and volume resonated through the room.
It took a while, but eventually, everybody got caught up on what had happened to each other in the past several days. Once that was done, it was Catie who spoke up.
“I don’t know if any of the children survived that mob, but if they did, the most likely place to find them would be the hospital we had been approaching when all hell broke loose.” She looked at Rose and took a deep breath before continuing. “I’m not necessarily inclined to go after them. That place looked well defended. If they took the kids in, I doubt they did so to cause them any harm. It would not have made sense for any of them to venture out of their stronghold if they did not intend to help.”
“You want to just leave them?” Rose started to stand up, but Kevin put a hand on her shoulder to keep her down.
“Let’s hold a second, Catie,” Kevin said with a shake of his head. “I don’t get you. First it is one thing…then another. I don’t help, I help too much. Now, if I am hearing you correctly, you want to just abandon however many of the children that managed to survive?”
“You are not hearing me,” Catie hissed, glancing around the room to see if they were being eavesdropped on by the others. Any of them could be pretending to sleep, but at least it did not look like they were the focus of anybody’s attention. “That hospital looked well set up. And the people that came out did so to help. And they did so against the wishes of some of their cohabitants. I think they have as good of a shot at survival as any of us. Better, since they won’t be out on the road where anything can happen.”
“And what about Deanna?” Rose challenged. “You think she has it good? Did you see what Sean did?”
“If we see any signs of them, we will do our best to try to find her, but this is a big, wide world. If I learned anything this past week, it is that you can’t just wish for something and have it happen. In case you have not been paying attention…they ain’t runnin’ Amber Alerts anymore. Those two could be anyplace. And after this long…our chances of finding them are slim to none. It sucks, but it is reality.”
Catie suddenly found something interesting on her fingertips and began rubbing her thumb across them. Kevin had watched her during that last statement, and he was now certain there was something else she was not sharing with the group. He would ask her later when they were alone.
The group sat in silence for several minutes. Rose opened her mouth at least a dozen times, but closed it each time with a frown or a scowl. At last she simply flopped onto her back and shut her eyes.
“We still thinking South Dakota?” Heather finally asked.
Kevin thought it over. This plan had been made several years ago. He had done his research like he did with anything else. He had based his plan on population density. South Dakota was ideal in that it had almost nobody living there when compared to other states. Hell, it had less population than some of the major cities.
He felt certain now that there were no promises when it came to the undead. They were congealing into mobs that numbered in the hundreds…thousands…millions. They never slept and could show up anyplace.
“I don’t know.” Kevin felt his mouth curl at the mental taste of those words. It was not something that he was accustomed.
“What?” Catie’s head popped up. “But I thought…” Her voice trailed off and she slumped over. After a deep breath, she brought her head up and looked the others in the eyes; she explained about her real reason for joining them. She spilled her history to these people that she had kept herself apart from to a degree this entire time.
When she finished, she told them that she would accept any choice they made, and she would stay with them until they reached that destination. However, she could not promise that she would not eventually feel the need to go and see for herself.
When she finished, she found that she felt a lot better. It wasn’t that she had been burdened by her desire to go home and see if anything remained; it was more that she had used that as a divider between herself and the others in some way. They were serving her means, and thus, they had been like any tool that you would wield.
“South Dakota sounds like as good of a place as any,” Kevin finally said. He looked around their group; one by one he received a nod. Rose was the last one. She didn’t so much nod as shrug her shoulders.
“Looks like we continue on with our plan as scheduled.” 
 



 
11
 
No Mercy
 
I hustled down the narrow alley and came to a halt at the corner. Giving a low whistle, I listened and smiled big when the worst owl hoot in the world came in response. A few seconds later, a huge dark blob that could only be BP emerged from behind the husk of some unidentifiable vehicle.
My team all came up on my heels. I gave them a nod and pointed to where BP was emerging with Gable. Not for the first time, I offered up a silent prayer that each of us make it back alive and well. I knew that I would feel solely responsible for any casualty that we suffered. 
I had picked each one of these people. Granted, they could have refused, but I’d known in my heart that they wouldn’t. That was part of the reason I’d selected each one. Besides Darla, I had cherry-picked the people that my gut told me were right for this mission. Yes, it was supposed to be a rescue, but it was also going to be a take-no-prisoners assault.
The first choice had been that guy who had been eyeballing me from across the room when I’d stepped back to ascertain my potential resources. His name was Andy Magillicuddy. He was a little taller than me; maybe six-foot-three. I guessed his weight to be around two fifty, and it was all solid. Andy was a Ranger poster boy; square jaw, his reddish hair in a high and tight haircut despite the apocalypse, and a single scar in the middle of his chin for added character.
Jerome Burgess was a carbon copy of Andy starting with his dark chocolate skin. He was always smiling, but his eyes belonged on a hawk because he did not miss a trick. He had the coolest set of throwing knives; and when asked, he happily gave a demonstration to prove they were not just for show.
Rachel Mint was a plain-Jane blonde at first glance. However, I’d seen her shove past both Andy and Jerome without them raising a fuss. In fact, they gave way with a visible respect. I was willing to bet she had some pretty awesome stories. I doubted I would ever hear them. I was also willing to bet that those two well-used looking hatchets she wore on her belt had seen some serious action.
Chet Bozer was short, squat, and looked like his face had been used as a battering ram. He never smiled. His hands looked like they had been shoved into a garbage disposal. I’d seen him in the parking lot when people had started pushing and shoving. Some guy almost a foot taller had shoved Chet. I wondered if that dude had woken up yet.
James Sagar was the least likely of the bunch. He had a mop of dirty blonde colored hair, laugh lines from actual laughing, which he did often and usually at the end of one of his own jokes, and blue eyes that matched the smile on his face in their brightness. James was also some sort of explosives expert.
To be honest, it was Andy who suggested the easy going man. I would have completely passed over him. 
“The guy dropped a freaking bridge with crap he found in a garage,” Andy said, the awe ringing true in his voice. “That bastard could probably blow up the city of La Grande with a few scraps he dug out of a public bathroom.”
Sure, it was a gross over-exaggeration, but the point had been made. I wasn’t sure if we would need an explosives guy, but it sure did not hurt to have that option. 
The last person I picked came from a recommendation that I got from Jerome. Her name is Paula Yin. Paula is not much taller than Thalia. If she is over four and a half feet tall, I will kiss a zombie on the lips. Paula was not in the military. However, she was on some sort of competitive shooting team. I guess Grady’s people found her in some rinky-dink town well south of here. She was up in a church steeple picking off zombies with a rifle.
When they arrived, the first thing they noticed was that there was almost a ring around the entire town made entirely of dead zombies with nice, neat holes in the middle of their foreheads. That had caused them to use caution and actually make a complete circuit around the town where they continued to find more downed undead with the same exact kill shot.
Venturing into town, they came to a halt when a voice called from a megaphone for them to come no further. Long story short, after four hours of yelling back and forth, Paula had dropped a dozen more zombies that came to investigate, and Grady had convinced her to join them.
Paula does not miss. It is not bragging or overstating things. It is a simple fact. James says he wants to be there when she does just so he can see the look on her face and confirm that she is not a cyborg or freakish human-machine hybrid. (Those are his words, not mine.) Personally, I don’t think that I ever want to see her miss. I would not want to know what force of nature might be capable of causing such an event. 
“Glad to see you finally made it,” BP quipped.
“Yeah, well we were paid a visit by Graham,” I explained. “When this is done, I guess I have to lead some expeditionary force in order to secure the entire city of La Grande. After he left, I decided to wait until dark just in case there were eyes on our house.”
“You think they were watching you?” Gable whispered, fear apparent in his shaky voice.
“Of course we were,” a voice spoke from the darkness to our left.
As one, my entire group spun, weapons up and ready to start punching holes in people. Graham stepped forward into the soft glow that the moon offered, hands raised. I was not in the least bit surprised to see Tish step out of the shadows to join him. However, when Carol emerged along with six other guys, I went from almost relieved right back to nervous in the span of a single heartbeat.
“Easy, Billy,” Carol said, obviously seeing my discomfort. “We are here to help in whatever this is that you felt the need to sneak out and do. This will solve a few problems. First, it will clear the air of whatever secret you think you need to keep from us, and second, a few of my boys are in doubt as to your capabilities. I believe this should settle things nicely.”
I noticed one man in particular sort of snort and give a dirty look. I had a feeling who the Doubting Thomas was that Carol was referring. Personally, I could give a rat’s ass what some stranger thought of me.
“So you were watching the house,” I said as I stepped forward.
“Sorry, Billy.” Carol nudged Graham aside as she moved forward to face me directly. “I realize that trust is tough to come by, but you have to understand that we have the same issues. And when you suddenly have a house full of absolute strangers that were slipped past our quarantine, you must appreciate that we have some questions.”
She did have a point. And I imagine that I did not do anything to help matters by sneaking out in the middle of the night without so much as a word. Still, if I was such a security risk, why would she want me leading a group of her people on this mission to secure the town? 
“We have a great deal to discuss,” Carol said out loud. “You and I will talk later,” she whispered just to me. “But perhaps we can start with the simple question of what exactly you all are doing?” This was said in a very neutral tone, but I could tell that she would expect an honest and complete answer.
Fine, I thought, if I was so sick of the secrets and silly games that folks were playing, maybe it was up to me to lead by example. I pulled Gable up beside me and related everything that I knew. I shared the entire story as he had told it and even included some of my own questions and concerns.
“But if the guy who hooked up with Jon wasn’t Jake…” Carol obviously had some of the same questions that I had. It was good to see that somebody else was stumped and that it was not a simple case of me being an idiot.
“This is part of the new way of things,” I said with a shrug. “No calendars, no way to really keep track of things. We have no idea how long Jon was out there before he came to us. It could have been days or weeks. We only know that he was a recruiter in Boise when it all started, and that he was in a place and things went bad. He arrived with two others that he said he located at a FEMA center that fell in the first ten days, but as far as details, we know next to nothing about what happened between points A and B. That leaves an awful lot of time unaccounted for. Hell, he could have been anyplace…done who knows what! I feel sorry for anybody who tries to go back and record history for future generations.”
“I still don’t really understand why we are doing this,” a voice spoke up. It was Doubting Thomas; big surprise.
“My mom and a few others are kept back at wherever we are camped when the team goes out on a mission. A detachment is left to guard them. Basically they are held as insurance that we return and don’t desert the group,” Gable explained. “Some of the people we have collected along the way were from raids. They were given a choice of join or die. Those who joined and had friends or family…”
“We didn’t ask you to come,” I spoke up when it was clear that Gable was struggling to keep his emotions in check. “You are free to return to the compound or wait here. I honestly don’t care. However, we have someplace to be, so if you will excuse us.”
I didn’t wait for a response, I looked at Gable who pointed in the direction we needed to go and then started off. Less than a block later, Carol was at my side.
“That is why I want you to lead one of our groups,” she said from the corner of her mouth in a voice barely above a whisper. 
It took us another two hours to reach the spot where Gable said put us within a few hundred yards of the encampment. Zombie presence had been almost nil the entire way. 
We had gone up and into the woods in the foothills of the pass that led back to our old home. I signaled for everybody to halt and took Gable and Andy with me to scout up ahead and get a look at what we were dealing with. To say that I was disappointed would be putting it mildly.
We managed to skirt well around the few fires that marked the camp. I was trying not to laugh. These clowns did not seem to know a damn thing about what they were doing. The sentries were standing in clear view with the flames making them all perfect targets. I came up with an idea as we did the complete circuit and pinpointed the five individuals standing the late night watch.
“Okay,” I said as everybody gathered around, “this is the plan…”
I finished and asked if there were any questions. I was actually surprised that not one person, not even Doubting Thomas, had opened his or her mouth.
Now I was actually grateful for Carol and the people that she had brought along with her. If we did this correctly, it would be the easiest mission in history. I tried to slam the door on that thought as soon as it came. Sure, I knew I was being silly and superstitious, but I was scared to jinx what looked like an amazing stroke of luck.
I had teamed with one of Carol’s people and insisted that one of mine be matched with one of hers. I left Carol and Graham with Gable back at a dry creek bed as a rear guard. I wasn’t fooling anybody. I left them because I would not have any of her people operating without one of my own on hand. I’m pretty sure that everybody knew it. I wasn’t bringing Gable because I did not want to risk an emotional outburst; we had no idea what we would find when we took the camp. 
I crawled on my stomach to a spot under some thick brush that was just starting to bud. The mostly bare branches scratched at my face. I had my goggles, but they were currently on my forehead since I needed to see as clearly as possible. I felt my companion move up beside me and wriggle a bit as he brought his crossbow into position.
The sound of an owl came from the darkness. Thank goodness James Sagar could do a passable impression. That was the signal and I nudged the guy at my side. I heard him take a deep breath, exhale slowly, and then there was the swishing “thwang” as his string was released and the bolt zipped through the night. The shadow just over fifteen yards away made a soft grunt and collapsed to the ground. I scurried out with my machete drawn and rushed to the downed figure. Not bothering to look, I paused just long enough to plunge the tip of my blade into the side of the person’s head. However, I did see enough to be impressed with my cohort’s shot. The bolt had gone through the soft depression at the bottom of the dead man’s throat.
Looking around, I saw five rows of long, olive-green military-style tents. There were three tents in every row, and these looked like they would each house fifteen or twenty people easily. My eyes scanned for any signs of movement. 
I did not hear anything. However, I heard some low moans and a few baby cries coming from just to the left of the camp. Pointing and motioning for everybody to follow, I headed that way and discovered a huge pen that could have been a horse corral. It wasn’t. There had to be at least a few hundred zombies packed in so tight that they could hardly move. The ones at the edge had their arms sticking out through the metal rails that made up this fence. 
The zombies were in all shapes and sizes. A young boy of eight or nine had his face smashed against two of the middle rails. He was snapping and gnashing his teeth at me, but our arrival had caused a bit of a surge in the corral’s occupants and I watched his head slowly elongate and eventually become crushed in the press. 
“So it’s true,” I heard James Sagar whisper as he stepped up on one side of me to get a glimpse at what I imagined the pits of Hell to look like.
“Seems to be,” I whispered, turning back to the long tents.
I reached the first one and waited as the rest of my team joined me. I held a finger to my lips needlessly and ducked into the first tent. We moved down the center aisle past cot after cot. Each one was obviously empty except for one on the left and two from the end. I pointed and one of my group slipped over and quickly dispatched the person. We moved to the next tent and repeated the process until we had made the run through each one and killed fifteen more people. 
The last thing left to do was to enter the tent where they kept the hostages. From Gable’s report, there would only be two sentries on watch inside the tent. So far, things had gone exactly according to plan. As I gave the countdown on my fingers to signal our entry, I realized that I could not actually recall any time that a plan had worked without at least one hiccup.
I threw the flap open and the five people with crossbows went in crouched down low. The sounds of the strings thrumming came before I even made it inside and I walked into the tent to see a man and woman with rifles still at their side where they sat pinned to the chairs they had been sitting in at a small wooden table. They’d been playing cards!
A few heads rose from cots, and I saw that instant look of fear. I imagine opening your eyes to discover a group of strangers armed to the teeth standing in your bedroom is one of the more unpleasant ways to wake up.
“My name is Billy Haynes,” I announced. “I am not here to harm any of you. I am here on behalf of Gable Matczak. Is his mother, Sylvia Matczak…is she here?” 
“I’m Sylvia, but I don’t go by Matczak any longer. I took my maiden name. It is Sylvia Peretti now.” A woman raised her hand from a cot towards the rear of the tent. In the soft glow of the lanterns hung down the center of the tent, there was enough light to see pretty well. In my opinion, she looked just like a mom should look. Her short dark hair was mussed and streaked with a bit of gray, she had the beginnings of crow’s feet on the edges of her eyes, and her stern face held just a hint of worry.
“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” I said with a polite nod. “As I said, I am here with your son. We are from the compound that they raided last night.” I saw looks of hopeful expectation and felt an acidic sting in my gut as I related the next bit of news and information. “I regret to say that Gable is the only survivor that I am aware of, but each of you is free to join us or go your own way. I have no idea what you were told about us, but we are not the bad guys.”
I gave that last sentence a moment’s thought. We weren’t, were we? I mean, we’d just conducted a quick strike assassination raid on total strangers. Sure, we gave ourselves a good reason for it, but I am certain those raiders were justifying their reason to hit us in the first place. The lines had become so blurry; it was getting more and more difficult to discern between good and bad, right and wrong.
“Gable is here?” Sylvia said with a tremor in her voice.
“Not right here, but he is close by,” I clarified.
“We got incoming!” somebody from outside the tent called. “Zombies.”
I actually felt a shiver of relief. As long as the numbers were not anything crazy, zombies were far easier to deal with than humans of the living variety. I turned for the flap that led outside and called over my shoulder as I went out to help deal with the incoming low-level threat, “Gather what you can carry and be ready to leave in ten.”
Outside, I saw James and Darla moving to intercept a pack of a few dozen zombies that were emerging from the darkness of the surrounding trees. Their assigned partners were dutifully by their side, joining in the fray.
I assessed the situation and decided that they had it under control. I grabbed my guy and went to the five wagons that were parked in the very center of camp. Rocks had been wedged under the wheels as makeshift brakes, but I doubted these babies were going anywhere. They sat on flat ground and looked to be heavily loaded with an assortment of supplies that included some nasty looking weaponry.
“Freaking boxed Claymore sets,” my companion breathed in awe.
“Wonder why they did not bother to set them around the perimeter of this place,” I speculated out loud.
“There are maybe thirty complete rigs that include the mine, blasting cap assembly, and firing device,” came the answer, as he sifted through the cart he’d been inspecting. “The days of infinite reloads and ready-to-use supplies is long gone. They were probably waiting until they were settled. That’s what I would do.”
Sounded reasonable to me. I climbed up on my cart and untied the leather thongs keeping the tarp lashed into place. Throwing back the blue plastic, I could not help but whistle appreciatively. They had cases of ammo in metal boxes that were clearly stamped.
The other three wagons revealed similar treasures that included huge quantities of first aid gear and MREs. It was obvious that they had made a run on a military outpost; all of this stuff was Government Issue.
“We don’t have enough manpower to roll these back to La Grande,” I determined. With the people from the hostage tent herded outside, I told James and Jerome to remain here with their teammates to keep an eye on the place until we could send enough people back to roll these big wagons to La Grande.
“I also want you to torch that pen of zombies,” I said, pulling James aside before I left. He gave a grim nod.
“Will do, Boss,” he said, glancing over in the direction that we knew the pen to be located.
There was a tearful reunion for Gable and his mother. Unfortunately, there were only tears for the others in the group. Graham did let it be known that a few prisoners had been taken, and that he would allow the new arrivals to get a look. I had serious doubts that lightning would strike twice, much less fifteen more times.
The trip back home was sort of anticlimactic, and it wasn’t until I was peeling away from Graham and Carol that I realized this mission had been pulled off without a hitch. I made promises to meet with the dynamic duo in the morning, but, at the moment, and with the sun just beginning to rise, I made it clear that I meant tomorrow morning.
We reached the house and I told Gable and his mom to take the people we’d just brought back and head over to the house across the street. It looked empty, and if anybody had a problem with it, they could take it up with me just as soon as I had a free moment in my schedule. Sure, I knew that I was completely ignoring the protocols of this place, but I did not care. 
Darla decided to go with them just in case there was any trouble. She paused and glanced at me like I might have an issue with it; my shrug was answer enough. I actually felt better having one of my own group over there to keep an eye on things. The reality was that we did not know a thing about these folks other than what we had been told. Sure, Darla was on the outer fringe of my group, but I had at least some degree of trust in her.
I was exhausted. After stripping out of my foul smelling clothing, I gave my body a wash-down with a bucket of warm water that I took from the huge kettle over the fire. It was heavenly. I marveled at how we had taken such simple things like showers and washing machines for granted.
When I was done, I felt clean and tired. I considered the door where I knew that I would find Katrina, but I decided that I simply did not have the energy for what lay behind door number one. Unfortunately, as I checked behind the other doors, I discovered that Grady’s people had not been given their own spaces yet and so the floors were lined with people in sleeping bags.
I was just about to go downstairs and see if I couldn’t find a walk-in closet or something when a tiny voice whispered to me. “You can have my bed, Billy.”
I turned to find Thalia in the hallway standing in front of a partially open door. I tiptoed over and knelt in front of the little girl, mussing her hair playfully. “Where will you sleep?” I asked.
“I am going outside. There have been rabbits in the morning and I am going to get one.” She said this like she was telling me she was off to watch the morning cartoons. She opened her zippered hoody and showed me what looked like a well-made snare and a belt knife. “Fiona showed me how back at the cabin.”
“Thanks a lot, Thalia,” I said. I had a bunch of stuff drifting through my head, but the reality was that I was just too damned worn-out to snag any one particular thought and form it into a more cohesive reply.
I stood, feeling aches and pains that were just starting to settle in now that any final traces of adrenaline were gone from my body. As I stretched out on the bed and pulled the Disney Princess adorned comforter up to my neck, I had just enough time to wonder if the human body had a finite supply of certain chemicals like adrenaline. If so, I was most definitely running on empty.
 
***
 
We were in the auditorium of what had once been Island City Elementary School. Somewhere in this building, Melissa was teaching a class and Thalia was trying to pretend that she cared about the “Three Rs” when her mind was more likely on when she could go out and set up her rabbit snares again.
I’d made my way downstairs after at least twenty hours of sleep to find my clothes washed, dried, and neatly folded beside my bed. That is where I had discovered a plate on the counter. I saw a pretty good-sized haunch that I initially mistook for an entire chicken thigh and drumstick. There were some sliced carrots and even a glass of water. In addition to that plate, there was a note scrawled in crayon that read:
 
For Billy.
 
Nobody else eat this or I will put sand in your bed. 
 
Love, Thalia
 
I instantly recalled that she’d mentioned something about going out to snare rabbits. It looked like she had some success. As I sat on the barstool at the little island counter, I’d been touched that she thought enough of me to leave me such a big portion of her kill. I felt that way until I got up to put the dirty plate in the basin of water and went out onto the back porch to get a breath of fresh air only to discover at least a dozen more field-stripped and skinned rabbits hanging from a clothesline.
It had turned out to be just an hour before sunrise. I’d walked over to the other house to discover it empty and hurried back to mine in a bit of a panic. 
The first person I ran into was one of Grady’s crew. I had no idea of his name, but I strode over to where he was preparing some hot water for either coffee or tea.
“Where did all those people we brought in go?” I made no attempt to whisper, so in the early morning quiet, my voice was pretty loud by comparison. The guy jumped and dropped the kettle he had been filling. It landed on the floor with a metallic clang and skittered across the kitchen floor to stop at my feet.
“Sorry,” I said as I picked up the kettle and handed it to the guy who was leaning against the island counter and clutching his chest as if he were having a heart attack.
“Holy crap!” the guy breathed. 
I stood there trying to look apologetic while not seeming like I was hurrying the man for an answer. He made a few more dramatic sighs and fanned himself for emphasis. I hated overdramatic people.
“Carol and Graham came by yesterday afternoon and took them all for processing. And I think something was said about identifying prisoners.”
If they were blood testing them or whatever this place did, I imagine that could take a few days. I decided to head to the Walmart where the hospital was set up. That seemed like the most likely place to start.
The walk actually felt good. The morning was chilly, but the clear sky was an indication that it would be a nice day. I was halfway to my destination when it dawned on me that I had not just been out walking in a long time. Even back at the cabin, there was a bit of a standing rule that you never returned empty handed. Even if it was something as simple as bringing up water or gathering some fire wood, you never just went out for a casual stroll. Sure, I had a destination in mind, but it was my choice, and I could meander and take my time if that is what I chose to do…which it most certainly was.
I reached the parking lot and was not surprised to see that crews had already started work on replacing and repairing the huge entry way that had been left in a shambles during the raid. There were scaffolds and stacks of lumber along with sawhorses and the typical stuff you would expect to see at a job site like this one.
Walking in, I caught a whiff of bleach in the air. I imagine this place had needed to be scrubbed down pretty good. There had been a number of corpses on the floor.
I was met by a woman in sweats and a man who was carrying an arsenal on his person. I’d found out later on the day we came in to kill the invaders that, up until now apparently, nobody carried weapons in the medical center. Nobody had felt that it was necessary. I’d noticed the carelessness the people of this little compound had displayed when I first arrived. There was a disturbing lack of personal weaponry carried by the general population.
“You can’t be in here. Visiting hours are after breakfast,” the stern-faced woman said. The man beside her shifted the rifle in his arms and tried to give me the hard stare.
“Just checking the status of the folks we brought in the other night,” I said, trying to be dismissive of the sentry with just a roll of my eyes.
“They are under quarantine until their tests return,” the lady snapped with a shake of her head. “They are not allowed visitors until they are cleared.”
I was not in the mood to make a scene, so I gave the woman a polite nod and did an about face. I stepped back outside and realized that I had no idea where to go or what to do with myself. I decided to just take a walk around and get a better feel for this place that I was currently calling home.
As I walked, I noticed that there was actually a lot to like about this compound. Some of the houses I passed were sporting well-kept yards. There were even a few flowers blooming in some gardens. 
By the time I had made it back to our home. I was feeling better than I’d felt in a long time. It had almost seemed like the zombie apocalypse was gone; swept away by a few mowed lawns and pretty flowers.
I walked into the house and felt all the goodness and happiness that I’d just been enjoying dry up and vanish. Carol was there with Graham, Tish, and a dozen other men packing serious weaponry. I had been under the assumption that we would not be making this foray out into La Grande for a few days. Two men that I desperately wanted at my side were busy playing guard for all of the supplies that would now be ours as soon as we could get enough people out there to harness up and haul those heavily laden carts back here.
“Get on all of your gear, Billy,” Carol urged.
Dr. Zahn, Katrina, Thalia, and Melissa were present. None of them looked very happy. I felt my shoulders slump. It had started off to be such a great morning.
“I thought we had a couple of days,” I said, doing my best not to whine.
“We just got some intel that the three other main factions are banding together and intend to hit us within the next two days,” Graham spat. “There will be no negotiations.”
I gave a shrug. From what I’d heard, we had no serious intentions of going out there and simply asking people to stand down and join us. All indications that I gathered from listening to what little conversation that I’d been present for was all about going out in a show of force.
I turned and trudged upstairs. Walking into my room, I pulled out all of my field gear and began suiting up. There was one upside to this; if we were victorious, maybe I could actually take a morning stroll and come home to abso-freaking-lutely nothing. I seriously doubted it, but it was nice to have a dream.
“We need to talk,” a soft voice said as the door opened and shut hurriedly. 
This was not what I wanted to do just as I was about to go into what might be my last battle…if I am lucky…and if I survive it. I shoved that out of my head and turned to face Katrina. Her eyes showed the redness associated with recent crying. Super, this was getting better by the second. Oh well, maybe if she dumped me now, she would not take it so bad if I didn’t make it back. I steeled myself for the expected words.
“I’m sorry.”
I think I sprained my jaw. I know it didn’t literally happen, but it felt like my chin had just bounced off the floor and then snapped shut with a hard clack as I realized I was standing there with my mouth wide open like an idiot.
“Things have been a bit crazy and I was really letting my emotions get the better of me. I am sure that you had your reasons for leaving me behind, just as I am sure that you knew what you were doing with Gable.” Okay, she was seriously overestimating me, but I was not going to stop her while she was on a roll. “You are a good person, Billy.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And I love you.”
Huh?

I at least had the sense of mind to keep that thought inside my head and not blurt it out. I’d never said those words to anybody that wasn’t family, Jamie, Joseph, or Aaron. I’d had sort of girlfriends in school. But I just had never been able to let those words fall out of my mouth. It had cost me a few times when whoever I was dating would say it and I would just stare back…or worse…say something like, “That’s good.”
“I love you, Katrina.” My mouth felt funny, like it was not used to forming that particular combination of sounds in a string. For a few seconds, I was not actually certain that I’d really said them out loud. Then Katrina launched herself at me and started kissing me and I felt pretty sure that I had, in fact, spoken.
With a sudden push, she shoved away from me just enough to look up into my face and lock my eyes with hers. I was hit by how pretty she was in that exact instant. Red puffy eyes be damned, she was the most beautiful woman in the world to me at that moment.
“Don’t do anything stupid out there.” I gave a nod of understanding, but she shook her head almost violently. “No, I’m serious. Don’t you dare hesitate, or not do something because you think I might not be okay with it. All I want for you to be certain of is that I love you with all my heart and want you to come home. Show no mercy out there. You have said it, but I don’t think I have been listening. This is not the Old World. The rules that we knew all of our lives are gone…pushed aside…buried…dead.”
I nodded and felt a surge of relief now that I was sure she understood. I thought back to that woman in the medical center that would have killed me if it were not for somebody else stepping up. If I needed any clearer example of how fatal the act of hesitation could be, I needed to look no further than that one moment.
“I want you to come home to me, Billy Haynes. I want us to spend the rest of our forevers together. I want to face this new world with you beside me, so do what you have to do and then come back to me.”
“I will.” Of course the voice in my head was telling me that I was writing checks that I had no assurances of being able to cash.
I pulled Katrina close and kissed her. It was the most wonderful kiss I’d ever experienced. I would not hesitate in the field. I would do what needed to be done in order to come back home to her. 
At last, we separated. I finished putting on the rest of my gear and giving myself one final check to ensure that I had everything. Satisfied, I reached for the door, but Katrina grabbed my arm.
“Here.” She reached inside her shirt and pulled out a necklace. There was a tiny silver heart dangling from the chain. “My dad gave me this for my sixteenth birthday. It means the world to me. He died two weeks later from cancer.”
“Katrina…I can’t…” I didn’t know what to say. I could see so much raw emotion in her eyes.
“I need you to bring this back to me.” She reached up and hooked it around my throat. When she finished with the clasp, she tucked it into my shirt. The metal felt warm against my chest.
“I will bring it back and place it around your neck where it belongs,” I promised. The voice in my head was screaming at me, but I ignored it. 
She needed to believe I would come back. That meant that she was not the only person who felt that this was different somehow. This was not a run against a few camp guards, or some mindless zombies. This was a preemptive strike against living human beings who probably had similar mindsets as we did about their right to be here. This was an attack against people who had fought for a year to survive and, for whatever reason, saw this compound as a threat.
We headed down the stairs and I was not surprised to find all of my people there waiting. I am not a guy who likes long goodbyes, so I held my hands up and got everybody’s attention.
“Listen, I know that you probably all have something to say, but how about if we make a deal.” I looked around the room and saw nods. “Save it for when I get back. When I return, you can each tell me how great…” I glanced at Dr. Zahn, “…or stupid you think I am.”
With that said, I headed through the small throng and out the door. I felt Darla and James fall in step behind me. I’d already told them both that we would remain together throughout this entire mission. We would watch each other’s backs until this was done and we were strolling up the sidewalk to the house. I actually managed to reach that sidewalk before a voice called out to me.
“Billy!” It was Dr. Zahn. I turned to see her striding purposely towards me. “One word in private before you go.” The doctor had that normal hard expression on her face. 
I nodded for the others to go ahead. The doc was not the emotional type, so I was not expecting some heartfelt well wish. If anything, I was curious.
“You called me Billy,” I said with a smile. “You never call me that. This must be pretty important.”
“It is,” the doc said. “I want you to keep your eyes open on this run. If you see anything at all that is suspicious, I want you to promise me that you will break everything off and return here, young man. I will have the house packed and ready to move at a moment’s notice.”
“I don’t get it. You think something is fishy?”
“Grady says that the two people who tried to kill you…Jessie and Joshua I believe were their names?” I nodded. “Yes, well he says that they have revealed that there are others who share their desire to be rid of Graham and Carol. It may all be just talk, apparently Grady refuses to utilize more coercive methods to get them to give up information.”
“You mean torture?”
“I mean doing what it takes to get information to save the population.” The doctor’s face was even more grim than usual. I had a feeling she was saying a lot more than I was picking up. “Just watch your back. Are we clear?”
“Crystal,” I said with a curt nod. I turned to go, but I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and Dr. Zahn pulled me close into a fierce hug. And just that quick, she stepped back, turned, and walked back to the house.
“Son of a bitch,” I whispered.
 
***
 
We had arrived at the school as requested to discover what had to be at least two hundred people decked out in enough camo gear to make your eyes hurt. The thing is, most of that stuff had a well-worn look to it. Yep, I thought, welcome to Redneck Country.
Carol had us split into four units. I had one, she had one, Graham had one, and I was not surprised to see that Tish had one. The section leaders gathered around a table with a huge map of the area spread out. It had all sorts of things marked on the plastic overlay that covered it. Each of us was given a specific location to hit. My target was a place called Bernie Park.
“They have tents set up here and we have been told that one of their warlords will be present,” Carol said, pointing to the spot on the map.
“Warlords?” I muttered. “Really? We are calling them warlords?” I ignored the dirty looks shot my direction.
One by one, each of us was given our target. The plan was to slip in and hit hard. I had been informed that every single person had been given an allotment of three grenades—the entirety of the stash scooped from the armory. They were not going to hold anything back.
The briefing was short as far as briefings go. The basic idea was to come in fast and inflict massive damage—basically the same thing that had been done to us the other night. The big difference was that we would be hitting them at just about midday. The idea was that this was a time when they would least expect us to attack. Also, since the report had them most likely coming for us after dark tonight, there was a high probability that they would be in a sort of stand down mode.
Each of the section leaders was given a watch. The time had been set to 8AM. Our objective was to be in place by noon and attack at that exact moment. It all sounded good as far as plans go, but I’d just had a plan go exactly as designed without a single casualty or incident. I was due for some major clusterfucks.
I returned to my group to discover Darla and James had them ready to go. I told them exactly what had been related to me at the briefing and produced my own small, hand drawn copy of a map of the area. 
“We have the greatest distance to cover,” I explained as I pointed out the other locations that would come under attack. “I want everybody to stay close and alert. The one thing we have going for us is the element of surprise. I would prefer that we not give that up. 
“I will be sending out a single two person scout team. Your job is to make it to the waypoint I give you and then wait for our arrival. If you find something, I do not want you to engage. Instead, one of you will keep eyes on the target and the other will hurry back with the information.
“Ideally we will not use our firearms until we launch our attack, but I don’t want somebody dying in the process. Your life is just as valuable as everybody else. I get the whole idea of sacrifice for the greater good, but I also do not want you to be in a life or death situation and bite it because you hesitated.”
I saw grim faces staring back at me. For the first time, I noticed that Doubting Thomas was in my group. Swell.
“Any questions?” I asked, making one more scan of everybody’s faces. I knew that getting names was pointless since I would not remember them, but I wanted to know their faces. For some reason, that felt important. When it was clear that there were no questions, not even from Doubting Thomas, I selected two people at random and pointed to a spot on the map where they would hold until we arrived. I made it clear as to where we would come from provided there were no problems. 
The pair gave a nod and took off at a jog to get some distance between the main body and themselves. I took a few seconds to get a visual inventory of the firepower we were loaded out with. Everybody had some form of pistol holstered at his or her side. Everybody carried a rifle; it varied from military to your standard hunting rifle. A few had shotguns and over half were carrying bows or crossbows. I saw a wide variety of bladed weapons, axes, and even a few bandoliers of throwing knives. Last but not least, each person had three grenades somewhere on their person. 
When we reached our target, the plan was for us to all lob one into the midst of the camp we were hitting. We were to follow it with a second one, and the third grenade was to be used at our discretion. The hope was that we could take out most of these folks in the initial two blasts and then sweep in and eliminate the remainder of the targets with our firearms. It sure sounded easy on paper.
The first half hour went by with almost nothing worth batting an eye at. The few zombies we did see were either creepers or far enough away not to be of any consequence. I did make it a point to tell my group to keep an especially watchful eye out for child zombies. 
It was coming up on the end of the first hour when we saw the first one. To be more specific, my scouts located a cluster of three. I signaled for Darla to move on to the next waypoint while I took James and three others, who carried crossbows, with me. We followed the scout to where she had spotted the children. I realized that I came across as a bit overly cautious, but I was also very aware that the people assigned to me other than James and Darla were clueless as to how the zombie children differed.
Dr. Zahn was now of the firm belief that it had something to do with the fact that a child’s mind is still in a highly developmental stage. She feels that the children exhibit more cognizance due to the fact that some aspect of their brain is as strong or stronger than whatever is causing the zombie to become the mindless eating machines that we know so well. All I know is that they give me a massive dose of the creeps.
We reached the corner of a little blue building with some of the letters still hanging on the side that labeled this the La Grande Small Animal Clinic. I peeked around the corner and felt my blood turn to ice. Sure enough, there were three zombie children. However, they were clustered around a huge tabby cat. The cat did not seem the least bit bothered as she lay on her side while her litter of kittens fed. The zombie children were acting like…
“It’s like they are freaking living kids,” one of my soldiers whispered. “Are they petting that damn cat?”
I looked closer. Nope…it was far worse than that. One of the children had a hand extended and the mother cat was nibbling on one ragged digit. I’d seen zombie dogs, but I had not seen any zombie cats. Maybe cats were immune. I had no idea, but I also knew that Jamie had been immune and he passed the disease on to Teresa when they had sex. Whatever this was, it could be transmitted.
“Kill them all,” I whispered.
“Even the cats?” somebody asked.
“Especially the cats,” I snarled. I made a mental note to share this most recent discovery with Dr. Zahn.
In the end, it was pretty anticlimactic. I had been concerned that the zombie children were just bait and that another much larger bunch was waiting to spring the ambush. Instead, it was just so much creepier. We caught up with the rest of the group at the next waypoint. I did not miss the looks of confusion on the faces of the three locals who had been with me on probably the strangest kill that I had been a part of so far. Also, I’d had to be the one to kill the kittens. Just add it to the list of things that I will have nightmares about for the rest of my life. 
Everybody else was too squeamish when it came down to just the five little pods of mewling fur. I took no joy in it, but I also could not risk letting them run free if there was even the slightest chance that they carried the zombie disease. I just hoped that the sick feeling in my stomach would go away soon. 
I’d had a black and white cat when I was growing up. Her name had been Stockings. My mom had wanted to call her Socks, but I said that was too boring and normal. Stocking slept in my bed at night and was the coolest cat ever. She would sit up on my windowsill and wait for me to come home. As soon as she saw me and knew that I’d seen her, she would leap away and I would find her at the front door. I must have cried for a week when she had to be put to sleep. 
We had only gotten two blocks when they came out from what seemed like every dark shadow, crack, or crevice. By my best guess, there were at least fifty of the zombie children between the ages of five and eleven. They did not rush us; they simply stepped out and made their presence felt. One of them crept out from under a pile of garbage that, on second glance, seemed a bit out of place.
“You have got to be kidding me,” somebody whispered as the one that emerged from the garbage pile cocked its head and let loose with a soft groan. 
This one was a little girl. Her clothing was rotten and in tatters; it looked like the next rain would wash it away. A rip across her throat and a few chunks out of her arms gave away her cause of death. 
“Everybody keep your hands clear of your weapons,” I said just loud enough to be heard.
“Say what?” somebody yelped.
“I said keep your hands away from your weapons. Keep your eyes on them, but let’s move past.”
“Are you sure about this?” Darla whispered.
I wasn’t. Every instinct in my gut was telling me to put these things down. However, they had not yet made a move for us. I’d seen enough of their behavior and actually paid attention to some of the things that Dr. Zahn said. 
“They are more afraid of us than we are of them,” I said as I began to walk, my head on a bit of a swivel. If one of those things so much as moved in our direction, the gig was up.
Maybe I was still feeling the mental hurt from just having killed a batch of kittens. I was not quite yet ready to lay into a bunch of little kids unless I absolutely had to do it. I heard a few people muttering curses that I was pretty sure were directed more at me than the zombie children. Still, the kids stayed put.
We made it to the other side of the gauntlet and I pulled up, ensuring that every one of my people had made it past before I fell in. I glanced back just as we rounded the next corner and made our turn south. The little girl was standing in the middle of the street. From this distance, she could be just a regular kid. I was pretty sure that I imagined her hand rising in the air as if to wave goodbye.
Once we were clear, I let my breath out as quietly as possible. I had told myself that I would not hesitate. Katrina had urged me not to show any mercy. I knew I would have to be on my toes when we went into action against living human beings. Only…this seemed different somehow. I would have shown no such mercy towards normal zombies, but Dr. Zahn insisted that there was something abnormal when it came to the child zombie. I had seen it with my own two eyes. I was not about to invite one to come live with me, but I honestly believed that I did not need to attack them until given a reason.
“They could have torn us apart,” a voice said from beside me, shaking me out of my thoughts.
“What?” I asked, blinking my eyes and glancing at the female scout that had led us to the first cluster of zombie children that had been playing with the cats.
“Turk and I walked right down the street where all of those other kids were. I passed within a few feet of that garbage pile.” The woman shuddered at the thought of how close she had come to death. “We got him to the waypoint before I doubled back to warn you. It was only a couple of blocks further and seemed like no big deal since it was only the three…or so we thought.”
Yep, I had a lot to tell Dr. Zahn when I got back. For whatever reason, the zombie children had left us alone and let us pass. Of course that would probably mean another trip out to try and capture one of the little monsters, but one problem at a time.
The sun was marching towards the middle of the sky and I could feel a few trickles of sweat start to carve rivulets down my skin. Twice, our scouts diverted us from a cluster of regular zombies; but at last we reached the spot on the map that indicated we were on our last leg of the journey. No advance scouts from this point. We would stay together and act as a team.
Glancing at the watch, it was still a good forty minutes away from the straight up hour of noon. We were on the backside of the thoroughly cleaned out National Guard Armory, just on the edge of the overgrown fields that were once the home of the Eastern Oregon University Mountaineers baseball, football, and track teams. 
We steered clear of the tall grass and took refuge in what turned out to be a huge forestry center building. I guess some folks must have tried to make a stand here. There were signs that the place had been barricaded at one point, but the huge windows were simply too much to try and cover from the looks of it. Sheets of plywood had exploded in and the dark stains on the floors and walls along with a few dried husks of partially savaged human bodies, with everything from neat holes to huge missing chunks in the head, told how it ended for whoever had been here.
“What do we do now?” a voice whispered.
I brought everybody in close so they could see the map. “We are right here.” I pointed to a spot on the map and traced a line directly across the street. “Bernie Park is here. Since we have a little bit of time, I thought that I would give you all a moment to be with your thoughts, whatever you need to do, because in ten minutes we slip out of here and into position. I really hope we get through this without any casualties to our side, but I think we all know that the possibility exists. So if you have a particular belief, or you just want to get into whatever frame of mind you will need to be in, now is the time.”
I was not sure what would actually happen. I guess I was a little surprised when everybody sort of peeled off. A few clustered into a small group, and I could hear the soft murmurs of prayer. I went to the main entrance and looked out across this little debris strewn slice of what had once been a fairly typical small town. I wondered if there really would be a day when kids would ride bicycles down the street, or if the ball fields would ever again buzz with a crowd of expectant fans cheering for one team or the other. Could we ever return to anything close to normal again? I guess the bigger question is whether we would want to…there was something to be said for this giant reset button.
Glancing up, I saw my crew all converging on where I stood. They had done what they needed to do. It was now time to execute our plan and hope for the best. As I stepped back outside into the sunlight, I had a quick flash of a fantasy. Maybe this would be where they put my statue. Perhaps this was where the battle to win La Grande would be fought and won. Decades from now, people would learn about it in history class.
“What the hell are you smiling about?” Darla whispered as she gave me a nudge with her elbow.
“Just thinking about history class,” I said with a shrug and a smile.
“You are so weird,” she muttered.
We crossed the street and reached the edge of Bernie Park. A waist high Cyclone fence acted as a border. Grass had grown to the point of being within a few inches of the top of that fence. A cluster of tents could be seen on the far side of the park from us. They looked to be set up in the area around a large wooden play structure. 
I pointed and received nods of confirmation that they all knew exactly where we were headed. Everybody climbed over and we fanned out in a long line. Staying in a low crouch, we made our way closer and closer.
I was beginning to think that we might be arriving at a decoy, or that perhaps they had already left here for their attack on the Island City compound. Signaling for everybody to halt, I crept closer by myself. Reaching the edge of the tall grass, I was at one of those asphalt paths. My heart just about came through my chest. Leaning up against the base of a tree less than ten feet away from me was a man with a rifle slung over his shoulder. I was able to relax just a bit when I realized that he was apparently dozing. 
Making sure that there was nobody else in sight, I crouch-ran straight to the guy. His eyes opened just as my hand clamped down over his mouth and my KA-BAR went up and under the bottom of his rib cage. I’d caught a whiff of some pretty heavy alcohol on his breath as he slid to the ground—red, bloodshot eyes still wide, but now glassy. I glanced down to find a Mason jar still half full of a clear, pungent liquid. I waved the rest of my group to join me.
We were about thirty yards from what looked like the actual camp. I pulled a grenade from my pouch and watched as everybody on my team did the same. Inching forward very slowly, we came to within easy tossing distance from the target.
Tents were set up in no particular order. I saw some folks stretched out on the grass, snoozing in the sun. A few even had hammocks. It was almost surreal to see the total lack of vigilance or concern. There were a few figures on the perimeter. These must be the individuals that had drawn watch duty. It seems we’d caught another fortuitous break as our approach brought us up on the one who had gotten blotto.
Looking at my watch, the final seconds ticked by. Somebody nudged me, but I waved them off as the last seconds ticked. Five…
Four…
Three…
Two…
One!
I pulled the pin and looked down the line to see faces that held a mixture of confusion and horror. Looking up, I saw a trio of children aging from around five to ten years old emerge from one of the tents. These were not zombies, their peals of laughter just another confirmation that they were, in fact, very much alive.
Everybody was looking at me. All I could hear echoing in my head was the voice of Katrina. “I want you to come home to me, Billy Haynes. I want us to spend the rest of our forevers together. I want to face this new world with you beside me, so do what you have to do and then come back to me.”
In a split second, I had to make a decision. Them…or us? I’d told myself that I had to put the old rules aside. If we were going to survive, I could not think like I did just a little over a year ago. According to our intel, these people were preparing to hit us with everything they had later tonight. I did not have the luxury of extending mercy. All I could do was hope that my soul would not be damned…that someday I would be able to sleep without the parade of nightmares. Things I had seen…things I had done…things I was about to do.
No mercy.
With a curt nod in each direction, I brought my arm back and watched as most (not all, I noticed) of the people on my team produced a grenade and did the same. 
In the distance, I heard explosions coming in rapid succession. I let my arm act as a catapult, tossing the grenade into the camp. I watched it fly lazily through the air. My eyes flicked to the three children who had all froze in place at the sound of the other teams’ grenades going off in the other camps. Then…they vanished behind a wall of smoke, flying dirt, and fire.
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Vignettes LII 
 
Emily-zombie moved down the long fence. There had been a lot of activity in the past two days; and while she had no concept of time, she was oddly aware that it was uncommon for so much activity to happen over such an extended period.
Twice, members of her group had surged forth and attacked the living; once had been a disaster, resulting in the loss of nine zombie children. She had walked out to where they were sprawled in a trampled front yard. 
She could not find a way to convey to the others that they did not need those sources of warmth. She could not make the others understand that there would be no fulfillment. This was something that each one of them must learn or discover on their own.
A few seemed to have caught on, and it was this group that still remained. Their area was a little smaller now, and Emily-zombie saw no reason to have them spread out as much. 
Lately, and now even more often with all of the recent activity, a thought had returned. It was one that she struggled with because it seemed to pull her in two different directions. Sometimes, when that spark would fire off a signal, her head would turn to the east and the hills that turned to mountains. Yet there were other times when her head would turn west. 
Either way, mountains rose and seemed like an impossible impediment. However, Emily-zombie had no real knowledge of such things as mountains…or impossible. There was a feeling rising that she could not keep at bay much longer.
Home.
It chimed and flooded her with a brief barrage of images. Sometimes she saw several faces…none with actual names that she could recall, but each with its own associated feeling.
There was the dark-haired little girl whose face was the most prevalent of the bunch. She felt something stir in her when that image would come. There was a man…he was the second most common, but the feeling from his image invoked the most of what might be considered “feeling” if a zombie were actually capable.
There were others, and they all came sporadically and far less frequent than the other two, but each sent a sensation through the little zombie girl. 
The other way had only one image that came with any consistency. It was one man’s face that returned time and time again. Yet, there was something that came just as suddenly and would wipe that image away to the point where all she saw was one of the larger ones staring up at her. Still, she could not deny the pull that came. Despite so much more depth and vividness to that collection of images that would roll through when she considered the mountains to the east, it was still that one image that she felt most drawn to when she looked west.
Morning broke, and it was not really any different than any other. However, the large ones were restless. They were coming in increasing numbers. More and more stumbled through the streets; to the point where Emily-zombie and her group of zombie children felt the pull to stay close to the mother cat and her kittens.
As the shadows vanished and the orb above shined its light and sent its warmth, Emily-zombie continued to hear noises from many places. Sometimes she would not be able to resist, and it was one of those times when she found herself alone amidst a big group of the large ones. 
They were moving towards a sound that came with a strange regularity. It was just that peculiarity that had drawn Emily-zombie out. However, once she reached a large, open field that stretched before her, Emily-zombie halted.
She did not like to go out into such large, open spaces. Something about them made that message of ceasing to be come with more power. So Emily-zombie stopped and watched as many of the large ones passed by. 
In the distance, a few of the sources of warmth appeared. It was from those sources that the noise came, and now, as many of the large ones drew close, those sources of warmth only increased in the amount of noise that they made.
Something was wrong.
Emily-zombie could not know what she was seeing. It made no real sense to her. She could not comprehend on that level, and so she watched as a group of people banged on garbage can lids to draw the growing number of zombies into a hastily built corral. 
“Keep ‘em coming!” a voice hooted. “As soon as the signal comes to let us know that them folks up in Island City sent out their teams, we set these puppies free. That should derail their little train.”
None of it made any sense to Emily-zombie, but she did see more and more of the large ones coming. She puzzled over why they all reached a certain spot and then just stopped. Her eyes did not see the fence, nor did they see the big gate swing shut.
Eventually, Emily-zombie felt drawn to return to her group of zombie children. She was more certain now than ever before that it was time for them to move on. They did not need to stay and hunt these sources of warmth…they really brought nothing that lasted. She was more certain now than ever before that being anyplace where those sources of warmth existed meant one thing and one thing only.
End.
And while she still held no actual fear or concept of death, Emily-zombie was content to be as she was now. 
Alone, Emily-zombie walked down streets. On many occasions she had to withdraw into the shadows between a pair of buildings or underneath an abandoned car to avoid the flitting sources of warmth. They were out and in numbers greater than she had ever experienced. All of this combined to cause the spark that would fire to repeat the same message again and again.
Hide.
The image came in the form of darkness, of places with lots of tall grass. It did not take long for her to actually understand that concept for what it meant.
Moving past a house, Emily-zombie turned towards an opening. She made her way to a back yard and stopped when she reached the edge of a large wooden structure. There was room enough that she barely had to dip her head to move beneath it. 
Enveloped in the darkness, Emily-zombie stood still and waited. She heard more noise, and once, just beyond the fence that still stood at the back of this overgrown yard, she saw a group of the sources of warmth move past.
It took all of the newly developing and learned abilities that Emily-zombie possessed to remain still for so long against the barrage that her senses received. Twice she observed a massive group of the large ones amble past. She heard their cries and moans, yet Emily-zombie stayed where she had hidden.
She had been still for a while when a new wave of sound came. It was strong enough for her to feel it in her feet as well as actually hear it. No sooner had the overwhelming amount of sound actually subsided when it came again. No less in intensity, the sounds rumbled from what seemed like every direction at once.
Emily-zombie felt the urge grow. It was time. She could put it off no longer if she did not want to cease. She would go find the rest and they would leave. They would go towards where the bright light in the sky vanished every day.
Staggering through the tall grasses and making her way back to what had been a sort of home for the past several weeks, Emily-zombie arrived at last. She was met by what remained of her group; a cluster of zombie children that had gathered in a yard.
There, on the ground in the midst of her fellow zombie children were several misshapen figures. While she could not actually “see” them, she had come to know their shapes. Only, now their warmth was gone. 
Cease.
That was the image that came in its varied forms as Emily-zombie looked down on the broken and dead remains of the mother cat and her kittens. Dropping to her knees, Emily-zombie picked up the cold form of the mother cat. It was limp in her hand and did not nuzzle or lick as it had always done in the past.
Dead.
For the first time, that signal came in place of the old “cease” signal that she had begun to comprehend. This time, however, she did understand. The mother cat was dead. No doubt killed in all of the noise and activity that had been occurring. She could not actually connect the two in any logical way, but a part of her “knew” the cause and came to the realization that she and the others like her would be next.
Setting down the empty shell that had once been the mother cat, Emily-zombie began to walk. The others fell in as if they sensed a change.
 
***
 
It had been three weeks. During that time they had found and lost two sets of bicycles, equipped themselves with some high-quality backpacks that they actually took off of zombies after putting them down for good. Not that it had been a challenge. The two pathetic creatures had been like turtles flipped onto their backs.
The couple had been younger, perhaps in their early twenties by the look of it. It had actually been the easiest re-supply that Vix had experienced. The packs were still brimming with useful items. There were salt tablets, MREs, iodine pills, filtered canteens, and a varied assortment of tools. In addition, there was one other find that brought squeals of delight from both Vix and Gemma when the younger girl had pulled the sealed Ziploc bag from one of the packs and held it overhead like the prize that it was.
“Bog rolls!” Gemma crowed.
“Worth its weight in gold,” Vix said dreamily as she pulled the first of three white rolls from the plastic protection and gave it a squeeze.
Harold shook his head. While it was certainly a nice find, he did not see what all the fuss was about. He had been doing just dandy these past months without it. He maintained that stance all the way up until the first time he used it. He had forgotten what such a simple luxury an item that he had completely taken for granted could be.
As the trio travelled east, they made it a point to skirt any major areas of population. While there may indeed be a treasure trove of items—including more tissue paper—the risk far outweighed the potential reward. They had been running on luck for quite a while and he had no desire to see the last of it used up.
Staying parallel to the A13, they eventually were faced with a decision. Having made camp on an overpass just west of a community that the signs announced as Aveley, Harold poured over the map.
“We need to decide if we want to risk crossing a bridge, The Queen Elizabeth Bridge is just south of here…or we can hope to find a small boat…perhaps in Grays or Tilbury…and give a go at making our way up the Thames.” Harold laid out the map and pointed so that both Vix and Gemma could see.
“Which do you think is safest?” Vix asked. 
She had her own preference, but she was discovering that more often than not, the young man thought very similar to her. By letting him think that he was making decisions, it was easier to bring them to her way of thinking on those occasions when they differed. She would let Harold speak first, and if it was close to what she felt, then she would agree, thus stocking up more points for when she would have to draw a line. 
“We are going to have to take to the water sooner or later,” Harold said.
“That is a good point,” Vix agreed. Ever since she had taken this particular tactic and made it at least seem like the other two had a say in things, it had been almost a miraculous turnabout in the group mood and dynamic.
Harold traced a potential route on the map, explaining as he went. “We stay with our track along the A13 until we spot the overpass on this side of Orsett. From there, we just go due south until we hit the water. There are a few small towns that we may need to swing wide from, but sooner or later we will have to venture in. We can put it off all the way to Tilbury if need be.”
“Excellent plan,” Vix agreed.
They resumed their trek. Vix was feeling better than she had in a while. The countryside was turning a lush green with the spring rains, and twice they had passed a huge pasture with actual living horses. Gemma had wanted to stop everything and go after them to exchange for the bicycles, but Vix had used one of her stockpiled veto votes.
“We would need to provide care for them, and we would also have to search for harnesses and bridles…all that sort of thing,” Vix explained patiently. “The lovely creatures seem to be doing well for themselves. Let’s not muck it up for them.”
Gemma had agreed and Vix had celebrated inwardly. Her new approach was working exactly as planned.
“Hey,” Gemma called, snapping Vix out of her state of road hypnosis, “what’s that up ahead?”
They had been pedaling along down a road marked as “Stifford Clays Rd.” for the past several minutes. Everybody applied their brakes as the trio came to a staggered halt.
“Looks like a small town,” Harold called over his shoulder.
“No…” Gemma huffed and pedaled up beside the young man, pointing off to the right. “I see the village, I am talking about that!”
Both Vix and Harold followed where Gemma’s finger pointed. Harold cocked his head and pushed off, starting his bicycle forward. The other two followed until they got close enough to be able to make out the mysterious object.
“Is that sign made from arms and legs?” Harold choked.
Vix swung her leg over and laid her bicycle down on the road. This was more what she had expected in a zombie apocalypse. Most of the sane and rational people had likely perished due to a mixture of trying to save the foolish or completely disbelieving the events unfolding around them. That left the nutters.
“That is exactly what it is,” Vix breathed as she read the sign. It had a simple message: Fort Tilbury is zombie free!
“I wonder how many poor souls that sign has trapped?” Vix muttered.
“What?” Gemma gasped. “Are you saying that is just some sort of trap?”
“That is exactly what I am saying,” Vix said with a shake of her head as she returned to her bicycle. “Perhaps we can go a little further up and search for our boat there.”
“We aren’t even going to go have a look?” Gemma asked with a hint of a whine edging into her voice.
“It’s a trap,” Vix repeated with a sigh as she prepared to use another of her precious vetoes. “Let’s just go a bit further up the Thames and search for a boat when we have put some distance between us and the Tilbury Fort area.”
“No!” Gemma actually stomped her foot and Vix was not in the least bit surprised when she turned to see the girl had her arms crossed over her stomach. “We should at least go look.”
“That place is probably full of degenerates, perverts, and the worst of the nutters,” Vix insisted.
“You read too many of those stupid books,” Gemma argued. “You think that everybody is evil or has some secret plan. What could it hurt to just go and look?”
“She’s right,” Harold chimed in. “We could just go see. Maybe this is for real.”
“And so normal and decent people make signs out of zombie arms and legs?” Vix pointed out. 
“It got our attention!” Gemma snapped. “Not like paint stores are open these days.”
The argument continued to the point where a few straggling zombies, drawn by all the shouting, limped out of the tall grass. 
“So we can leave behind a perfectly good compound with a female football team to start a place of our own, but you two want to just go barge into a camp that announces itself with a sign made from the severed limbs of the undead?” Vix challenged.
“I’m not saying that we would stay…I am just saying it is worth taking a look,” Gemma huffed.
Vix shook her head. She’d tried, she knew that perhaps she had been a bit strong-handed early on. She even accepted that all the major decisions had been hers and these two had been dragged in her wake. Still, she cast another glance up at the sign and stifled a shudder, this had all the markings of one of those worst-case situations from her books. Sure, the zombie apocalypse had been more than a bit disappointing in comparison to her favorite brand of fiction. There had been no carefree runs through an empty market. Most of those had been looted by deadly mobs in the first few days. But this was just too much.
“Fine,” Vix waved a hand. “You two go on. I will wait for you…” She looked around and spotted a big grove of trees just to their south beside the A13. “I will wait in those trees. Three days…no more. In three days I go on with or without you.”
“Won’t you come with us?” Harold asked sincerely.
“Not on your life.”
Vix got off her bicycle and pushed it to some tall grass. She would leave the bicycle near the road and make her way to the trees on foot. Drawing her machete, she gave one final look over her shoulder and then disappeared into the grass, her head barely peeking above the top.
 
***
 
Juan ushered the group away from the makeshift barricade and pointed for the nearby field. This one had not been touched since everything began, and the growth was almost at shoulder height on him. That actually put it above the heads of a few of his small group.
From behind, he heard an increase in gunfire. He hoped desperately that some of that might actually be from Keith and his team. Unfortunately, he had no real idea where they might be. For all he knew, they could have packed some supplies, taken their pick of the choicest weapons, and ran for the hills.
Somebody yelped as bullets whizzed past, cutting down stalks of whatever it was around them that had grown so tall. On instinct, Juan dove for the ground. He was basically on his own now. He heard the rustle and noise as the others continued to try and escape.
There was a pause in the gunfire and Juan thought he heard a whistling sound from nearby. Turning his head first to the left and then to the right, he found the source. One of the members of the group was on his back. His hands were clutching his throat as blood leaked through his fingers. That whistling had been the air coming in and out of the hole. Unfortunately, now it seemed that the hole had filled with blood and the man kicked his feet, flailing and trying to stave off the inevitable. 
Getting up to his hands and knees, Juan began to crawl away. The man was dead, he just did not know it yet. And there was not a damn thing that Juan could do about it. Like it or not, it was every man and woman for themselves.
There was a muffled explosion and Juan felt a wave of heat wash over him from almost directly behind. Glancing over his shoulder, he was hit in the face by a cloud of dust and debris. Sputtering, coughing, and nearly blind from all the grit in his eyes, Juan forced himself to ignore the discomfort and move.
More gunfire came and there were commands and shouts, none of which he could actually make out or understand. Between the distance, the closely packed in growth, and the fact that he was much more interested in getting clear of this particular scene in order to try and regroup, Juan could only tell that there was a lot of yelling going on and it sounded disagreeable.
In what felt like an eternity later, he emerged from the field to find himself on a mostly overgrown dirt track that had two distinct ruts from years of being driven on. Climbing to his feet, Juan looked back to discover that there were several small fires burning in the field. He could not actually see the road, but he could still make out the peak of what remained of the old bridge. What he saw made him almost want to be ill. 
There were people on the bridge; lots of them. He was willing to bet that just those he could see had to number close to a hundred. In addition to that, the field was dotted with the heads of even more invaders. They had spread out and were systematically making their way across. Also, as he scanned, he saw plumes of black, oily smoke rising from the first five towers on either side of the bridge tower. He could only hope that the people who had manned them had been smart enough to fall back.
Juan guessed that he was almost a good mile to the south and just slightly east from the central part of the community. He needed to get there and tell everybody to scrap the plan to fight. The only choice here was to run. As sad and horrible as it seemed, there was no way to realistically push back, slow down or defeat whoever these people were that had come so suddenly and without warning.
More gunfire erupted and Juan broke into a run. He had lost a good bit of his gear somewhere along the way. Patting himself as he ran, he still had one of the two knives on his belt, the rifle, and the longsword on his shoulder.
It seemed like forever, but at last the houses up ahead began to take on distinct shapes. He rounded the last corner and could see people rushing about. Obviously the word was reaching everybody that this problem was bigger than they could handle. However, it was also now obvious that things were spiraling into mass chaos.
Juan pulled up and scanned the faces. He cursed himself for not having taken the time to get to know people’s names. With a sigh of resignation, he turned for his and Mackenzie’s house. He was starting to regain his ability to think clearly and a plan was starting to form.
Rushing inside, Juan made quick work of grabbing a few things. Some of them were foolish and took up space, but he felt that they were important. He had done at least one thing right. Juan had made certain that he and Mackenzie had a place where they could meet up in the event that something catastrophic were to occur. This was about as catastrophic as it could get as far as Juan was concerned.
Satisfied that he had what he came for, Juan hitched his pack up a little higher on his shoulders and patted his leg for Tigah to join him. Exiting the house, Juan glanced around at the place one final time. He had doubts that he would ever see it again.
His eyes drifted along the porch and he recalled that first time that he met Mackenzie and Margaret. It had almost ended his story right there. In the end, he’d earned Margaret’s trust and Mackenzie’s love.
Heading down the path and through the gate, Juan closed and latched it out of habit. All around him, chaos was in full swing. He shook loose from one hysterical woman who kept asking him what she should do. As far as Juan was concerned, he was through giving those sorts of answers.
He paused when he found himself in front of the house belonging to Miss Schaeffer. The elderly woman was standing on her porch, shotgun cradled in her arms. She looked down at Juan and gave a polite smile and nod.
“Ma’am…” Juan began, shaking off the urge to just keep walking. 
People had to make their own decisions. The moment that they let others do it for them, they were done for. They may as well be one of those deaders, content to mill about with the pack and go wherever the majority led.
“Ma’am,” he cleared his throat and started again, “you should probably get moving. The folks coming this way are carrying some serious firepower and there seems to be a lot of them.”
The lady just stared at him blankly, and Juan had to wonder if maybe she had not heard, or perhaps that he had not actually spoken. At last she gave him a wink and a smile.
“You run along and go find that gal of yours. I think I am done with running about. A person my age shouldn’t be out there in all this craziness. I probably should have died a long time ago. Certainly shouldn’t be about these days. I’m slow, my bones ache, and perhaps it is time I just said enough was enough. If those ruffians want to come and shoot an old lady, then I guess it is better that I not live in a world like that and let them have their way.”
Ruffians, Juan thought, these were killers. This had all the look and sound of an organized mob. And having seen what he’d seen with Gary and Travis back in the jail in those early days, he was not sure that this lady realized what sort of nightmare was coming her way.
“You give ‘em hell, ma’am,” Juan finally said with a nod.
“And you take good care of that Miss Mackenzie,” the little old lady said with a smile and nod of her own.
Juan took off again at a jog, Tigah at his side. He would have to get to the beach. Oddly enough, it was from where they had just sent April Cable away. 
As he climbed the stairs and emerged on the other side of the trees, Juan held his breath. He had not even thought about the possibility that these raiders could be hitting them from both sides.
 
***
 
Cynthia ran across the roof. There were a dozen or so pyramid-shaped Plexiglas domes jutting from the roof that she figured to be skylights; when she reached the first one, she paused to look inside. This one was above what appeared to be the cafeteria. Now, however, it was rows and rows of cots. Strapped into many of the cots were human shapes. It was not bright enough for her to tell if they were living or not.
What she did not see was any sign of actual people moving about. Not guards or doctors…or anything. Cynthia hurried to the next closest one and found herself staring down into what looked like the gym. There was no doubt as to what she was seeing. Milling about were what had to be a couple hundred zombies. The dark stains and smears on the floor looked old, but that didn’t mean anything. Blood dried pretty quick and turned almost black within a day or two.
She went from one of the skylights to the next, peering in each time to try and see something that would give her a reason to go inside. It was the seventh or eighth one that she looked in that she got her first glimpse of what had to be a living person. Actually, it was three of them. 
This particular skylight was above a class room. It took her a few seconds to realize what she was seeing. There were a few stoves and long counters. This must have been the Home Economics lab. She was actually surprised to find that they still existed. It seemed that schools were always cutting programs. 
The three people, one man and two women by the looks of them, were hunched over something. At last, one of them moved enough so that she could see and Cynthia felt her stomach get a bit queasy. On the counter was what looked like a large aquarium; inside it was a head. It was obvious that the head was still animate. The three were putting things in front of the head and then withdrawing them. One of them would take notes in a huge binder after they would converse briefly about whatever it was that they were trying to observe.
Moving to the next, Cynthia spied what looked like a class room that had been converted into a dorm. There were ten bunk beds, each with a pair of foot lockers. The room was empty, but showed signs of occupancy.
The next few were a bust and Cynthia was starting to feel the frustration rise. She was beginning to think that this had all been just another terrible mistake. She had sent Glenn on a mission to act as human bait to lure the zombies away. And while it was not too much trouble to stay ahead of and outsmart the undead as long as you did not back yourself into a corner, there was still a very real danger to it.
Then she saw her. 
Cynthia froze and stared down into what could only be called an overblown version of a mad scientist’s lab. There were beakers and tubes of numerous shapes and sizes. Microscopes and coils of copper tubing that led from one odd-shaped container to another were spread out along black counter tops. The stack of propane tanks told one story, but it was the series of ten exercise bicycles that were connected to some strange device that took up almost a third of the room that drew Cynthia’s attention. On the bicycle were people, each connected to an IV. Behind each bicycle was a zombie that was secured by chains. The individuals on those contraptions were all pedaling at a very steady rate, but there was a look of fear etched on each face that was unmistakable.
Walking among those people was the woman who had called herself “Ann.” She was brandishing a slender blade, and judging by the razor-thin slices that adorned a few of the riders, it was obvious what the weapon was for. Still, what she did not see was any sign of Baby Xander. It was the most difficult thing in the world for her to pull herself away and continue her search.
It was five more of those skylight fixtures later when she saw something that made tears flood her eyes in happiness. This was a nursery of some sort. However, the children aged from infant to about four years old. The children were surrounded by an abundance of toys and they all seemed no worse for the wear upon initial glance. As her vision cleared, she did notice that many, if not all, of the children had a Band-Aid applied on the upper part of the shoulder or forearm. Many had more than one.
There was one more thing, and this is what gave her pause. There were two women in the room. One of them looked to be in her early twenties, the other in her mid-to-late thirties with just the slightest hint of gray starting to invade her brown, shoulder-length hair.
The children seemed perfectly at ease with the women, and on many occasions, they would bound over to one or the other and show some just finished piece from a coloring book, a doll that needed one thing or another adjusted, or perhaps a word in a book sounded out. It was like looking in on the model example of a daycare center.
Cynthia sat back and let her breath out in a sigh of frustration. Yes, there were certainly indications that something dark and sinister was taking place. The problem was that she could not make out what that might be. To compound her frustration, the children seemed to be very well cared for.
A swirl of emotions tumbled through her with a physicality of falling rocks. Could she walk away and leave her nephew behind? Was it possible that he might have a better chance at a future if he stayed here in this compound?
Perhaps she was not seeing something. Of course it was impossible to overlook what this woman “Ann” had done. But she was not Ah-nuld or Sly. She was Cynthia Frey, a veterinarian and wife who had not even fired a gun until this past year. Now she was trying to mastermind some sort of infiltration on a compound with an unknown number of armed individuals inside.
What could she possibly be thinking? This was something out of a terrible B-grade horror or action movie. If she were watching this unfold on screen, she would either be mocking the absolute incredulousness of it (if it happened to succeed by some string of miracles that faced greater odds than winning the lottery while being struck by lightning as you hit a hole-in-one); or she would be saying that the “stupid woman deserved to die for being so stupid.”
Yet, how could she walk away from the woman that she saw as responsible for the murder of her brother and his wife? How could she walk away and allow such evil to continue to exist?
Standing up, she walked to the southern edge of the main school building. She could see the herd of zombies that had taken off after Glenn. They had gone almost halfway around the track that she had told him to lead them on. Her job was to wait until it was clear enough, which is the time she had to try and find the baby, and then force open the doors. The zombies would pour in on their heels and they would use the confusion to make their daring rescue of the baby and then escape.
She dropped to her knees, completely oblivious to the pain of the tiny bits of gravel that dug into them. Her chin dropped to her chest and she felt a knot come free in it.
“I am an idiot,” she said to nobody.
Cynthia climbed to her feet and made her way to the skylight that gave a view into the room with the children. Her eyes scanned until they rested upon Baby Xander. He was sitting with a pile of blocks scattered between his chubby outstretched legs. His fingers clutched a block in each hand and he was waving them at the little girl who sat across from him. She was laughing…and so was he.
She had almost no time. If she was going to act, it had to be now. Cynthia uttered a curse and felt her right hand clench as it gripped the hilt of her machete.
 
***
 
“… and, lo, a Lamb stood on the Mount Sion, and with him a hundred forty and four thousand, having his Father's name written in their foreheads.
“And I heard a voice from heaven, as the voice of many waters, and as the voice of a great thunder: and I heard the voice of harpers harping with their harps.
 “And they sung as it were a new song before the throne, and before the four beasts, and the elders…and no man could learn that song but the hundred and forty and four thousand, which were redeemed from the earth,” the man cried, standing on a stack of hay bales at least ten feet high.
“What fresh hell is this?” Dustin muttered.
“That’s why I came and got you,” Ronni whispered. “He started about five minutes ago. He keeps repeating the same thing. Do you know what it is?”
“Revelations,” Dustin said with a sigh. “It is one of those verses that the nuts like to grab and run with. I think it is what might have that little cluster all riled up. Somebody had been holding secret meetings. We don’t know who, and the only time we can know for sure that somebody is part of the group is when they either come out like this and start screaming scripture, or when they go and kill themselves.”
“But I thought suicide was one of those things that sent you to Hell automatically,” Ronni said as she followed Dustin around the huge barn. Looking around, she knew exactly where they were headed.
“It is, but when people start twisting up scripture, they can make it say anything they want. Every religion did it to some extent back before all this…some maybe more than others. Heck, I was probably guiltier of that than most. The best defense against that sort of thing is to read the book for yourself, but too many people were content with letting others read it and tell them what it said and meant.”
“So you think these people are taking something from the bible and making it about the people that are immune?” Ronni asked. “But why?”
“My guess is that this is coming from somebody who is immune just like you, but the reason why could be anything.”
They stopped in front of one of the long bunkhouses. Dustin knocked on the door and then opened it, sticking his head inside. “Scott Colson, can you come out here?”
He pulled the door shut and took a spot leaning up against the wall. Ronni could still hear the man shouting out those verses. She thought that she heard something else too, but she couldn’t be sure. She did not have time to consider it, because the door opened and Scott emerged, he was fastening a pair of knives to his belt. 
“What’s up?” Scott asked, and then he cocked his head and his eyes shut. “Another one?” 
He opened his eyes and shot an angry glance past Ronni towards the direction of the man who was hollering out the Revelations verses at the top of his lungs. It sounded like he was getting into a bit of a frenzy. Ronni was now absolutely certain that she was hearing the shouts of “Amen!” and “Hallelujah!” in the background.
“Yep,” Dustin said with a nod. “It’s Virgil Snead’s boy. Can’t recall his name, but I know his face and I knew his dad. Virgil died pretty early on, but his boy survived. Both of ‘em got bitten on a supply run. The boy drove all the way back here from town with his dad in the truck. He had him seatbelted and had shoved a gag in his mouth. You couldn’t convince the kid that his pa was dead. He had to be sedated and actually locked up for a little while after we put old Virgil down.”
“So he what…thought that his dad was going to get better or something?” Ronni asked.
“Well…seeing as how they both got bit and the boy was basically fine…yeah. He refused to believe that his dad was a zombie,” Dustin explained. “He didn’t actually settle down to a point where we could let him out until a handful of folks joined us that had all been immune to the bite.”
Scott stopped in his tracks and gave Dustin a hard look. Pursing his lips, he glanced at Ronni. She nodded, encouraging him to go ahead. They’d had the talk last night in the room with her dad. Chad had been asleep through it all.
“I think we are gonna head out of here as soon as Chad is able,” Scott said.
“But—” Dustin began to protest, Ronni cut him off. 
“I never told anybody that I got bit out there,” she whispered, but as she continued to talk, her voice grew louder. “None of the kids knew…but I have been getting strange looks, and that whole suicide thing…plus, people keep leaving stuff outside my dad’s door. Crosses and bibles and stuff. The only people that knew he got bit out there was you and Scott when you found him, and then the medical folks who worked on him. Somebody in that very small group is one of that group of weirdoes. I’m just afraid of what they might do next, and I think that my dad is going to feel the same way.”
“Where will you go?” Dustin asked.
“Don’t take this personal, but we’d rather not say,” Scott answered after Ronni shot him a questioning look with raised eyebrows.
“We really appreciate what you did by letting us come here,” Ronni spoke quickly. “And I wanted to be a teacher really bad, but things here are getting scary.” She paused long enough for the voice of Virgil Snead’s son to emphasize her point. “And I think something bad is gonna happen here real soon. I just hope that you come through it okay.”
“I understand,” Dustin nodded. “And I wish you guys the best. So when do you think Chad will be up to travelling?”
“That is sorta what I wanted to talk to you about,” Scott said. “I know that they are a valuable thing, but is there anything that I can do to convince you to part with one of your horses? We were thinking that we could fashion a travois. Slipping out at night would be the best way to go…keep the crazies’ chances of spotting us down to a minimum.”
Dustin sighed. He looked down at Ronni and then at Scott. An expression clouded his face and he glanced around with an odd scowl. Finally he turned back to the pair.
“What about Brett? He was with you guys when you arrived. Aren’t you going to take him with you?”
“We hardly ever see him,” Ronni said. “He went missing and that was that.”
“He didn’t even want to come with me when you called for help to go try and find Chad, remember? It’s like he doesn’t really want to have anything to do with us,” Scott added. “I don’t know what his trip is. And before you ask, I got no idea if he is one of those immune types or not. All I know is that I never see the guy. It is like he has been avoiding us.”
Dustin chewed his lower lip in thought for a few seconds. Scott took that hesitation as the man not wanting to part with the horses.
“Hey, I totally understand,” Scott broke the uncomfortable silence. “Those horses are pretty valuable. I guess I wouldn’t want to part with them either.”
“Huh?” Dustin’s eyes refocused and his head popped up. “Oh…no…that’s not it at all. I was just thinking about Brett. I just realized that I haven’t seen him much since a few days before I left with your dad to find Ronni. This started a while ago…not just recently.”
Now it was Ronni and Scott’s turn to stand silently. They had no idea what the man was getting at. The voice of Virgil Snead’s son had reached a rather peculiar pitch. To Ronni, it sounded like somebody who was making fun of some Deep South preacher. When he said the word “Lo” in his recitation, it was turned into two syllables and sounded like “low-ah!”
“Listen…” Dustin began slowly, “I don’t want you guys to leave here. Your dad is a great man, and each of you has stepped right in and become a part of things. I think there is another way.”
“Short of killing these kooks—” Scott started with a laugh, but it died on his lips when he saw Dustin’s expression. “Wait…do you mean…”
“That is exactly what I mean.” Dustin’s countenance had clouded over again, and the storm in his eyes was threatening to burst forth. “When I started this place, I had some far-reaching ideas, but things happened that opened my eyes. The time for being a radical is long gone. We need to think about trying to survive and make a life for ourselves…a future. 
“Like you both already said, it is just a matter of time before something pops off here. Why should we wait for this minority to strike? We have a few ideas as to who this is, and I say we consider Brett a part of the problem. If we get a group of individuals together that we can definitely trust, I say we hit them tonight.”
“You heard ‘em, folks,” a voice called from up in the open door of the big barn’s hayloft. “Now grab ‘em!”
 
***
 
Jody spun to discover that they were actually surrounded. Figures emerged from the tall grass and brush from every side. Movement out of the corner of his eye forced him to glance at one of the upstairs windows of the farmhouse. A dark shadow filled the open rectangle. They had walked right into a trap!
“Sergeant Rafe,” a voice called with a good-natured laugh, “so nice to see you.”
“Fucking Pitts,” Danny muttered.
“Sergeant Pitts,” Jody returned the hail and shot Danny a murderous glance that warned him to keep his mouth shut. “Looks like maybe you folks had some trouble?”
The sergeant stepped out onto the porch of the house, the busted in door making him have to take a long stride to get past the debris that he had obviously taken great pains not to disturb. Jody was tired of the sick feeling that seemed to hit him in the gut almost every day.
“Trouble?” the sergeant asked with a nonchalant casualness that caught Jody off guard. “Oh…you mean the fires! No…no trouble at all.”
Jody was not only confused, but he was becoming more than a little frustrated. There was certainly something going on here that he was not privy to; he just wished that Sergeant Pitts would quit the games.
“I was told that there were a series of explosions early this morning before sunrise. When dawn broke, we could make out at least five very distinct pillars of black smoke. That indicated to us that there might be a problem.” Jody took a few steps toward where the sergeant still stood up on the porch looking down on him and his group.
“And you were correct in your observations.” 
The sergeant produced a cigar and cut the end, shoved it into his mouth and took his time to light it; puffs of smoke billowing from his mouth as he primed the stogie and got the end to burn with a bright cherry. He brought it from between his lips and took a few seconds to regard it before jamming it back into the corner of his mouth.
This is all a freaking show, Jody thought. His anger was building and it took all of his control not to make a try at putting one of his precious bullets in this man’s face. Something was wrong here, and he was finding that his curiosity had vanished. It was replaced by annoyance that was blossoming into a robust anger and hatred for Sergeant Bill Pitts.
“You are to be commended, Sergeant Rafe,” Pitts said around his cigar as he came to the edge of the porch. “You see…there were some back at our community that did not hold you and yours in very high regard. They felt that you all would turn on us the first chance that you got.
“Yet, here you are, not arriving to swoop in and mop up our remains, you come here to check on our well-being. That shows me that perhaps there is hope that we can be allies…friends even.”
“You ever read the story of the boy who cried wolf?” Danny blurted.
“You haven’t changed a bit, Sullivan,” Sergeant Pitts said with a chuckle. “And yes, I am familiar with the tale. However, you must understand that a rather sizeable faction of my people thought that we should either force you to evacuate your location, surrender your women, and either be executed or put to work as forced labor in our compound. I sought only to prove that there is more benefit in having you as an ally, but first I had to demonstrate your intentions.”
“And what makes you think that we were not coming to “mop up your remains” as you put it?” Jody snapped. He was siding with Danny on this…even if it got him killed.
“Margarita.” Pitts gave a nod.
Jody glanced at the woman and then back to Sergeant Pitts. He was still obviously missing something. “Yeah? What about her?”
“For one, she is with you,” the sergeant answered, gesturing for the woman to come and join him. “For another, she is not wearing the white baseball cap that she had stored in her things. I assure you, had she been wearing it, we would not be having this conversation. You all would have been shot as soon as you arrived.”
“And what made you so sure that we would arrive at this exact location?”
“Because we herded you this way using some of the zombies that were attracted to our little display. Also, I am assuming that Margarita was walking somewhere in the front of your formation. It is a very easy thing for a person to creep ahead just a tad and for a short period of time. In that few moments, it is very easy to get those following to alter their course just slightly.” The sergeant extended a hand and brought Margarita up alongside him.
“And if she had been pregnant?” Jody retorted. He knew the answer before Sergeant Pitts could even get it out of his mouth.
“The woman is unable to get pregnant.”
Danny started to chuckle. Then he had his hands on his knees to keep from falling. His laughter was loud, long, and just a bit contagious. Jody snickered, and even a few of Pitts’ men started to join in despite not having any clue as to why.
“You want to share what is so funny?” Pitts finally asked.
Jody shot a look at George Rosamilia who was turning a deep shade of red. Whether it was from anger or embarrassment, Jody could not tell, but the man’s expression was one that he thought he might cherish for a long time.
Margarita whispered something in the ear of Sergeant Pitts. In no time, the man was joining in the laughter.
 
***
 
“It’s locked!” Deanna cried. 
She looked down and from her vantage, she could see over the rail. Zombies were coming up the stairs. They were filling it, and there was absolutely no way that they could get down. They would be torn apart.
“Here,” Sean rasped. 
He handed up his belt knife. That represented their other problem. In all of the events that had transpired, Deanna had absolutely no weapons with which to defend herself.
“What do I do with this?” she asked. She could not keep her eyes off of the zombies coming up the stairs.
“These locks are shit,” Sean said with what was a mix between a sob and a laugh. “Just wedge the knife in and give it a jiggle. You will undo the latch…no problem.”
Deanna was really studying Sean. He was clutching his hand to his body and blood was everywhere. His skin was starting to turn a sickly yellow and sweat covered his face. But there was something else. When he looked up at her and she could see his eyes…she saw it. He was as good as dead. He slumped against the wall and sighed a deep sickly sound.
Hurry up,” he slurred, his voice barely a whisper now. “I can feel them getting closer.”
Deanna turned to the task and shoved the blade in the seam right by the lock. She tugged and pushed. It would figure, she had gotten the one apartment in the projects that had a maintenance man who did his job. She was about to give up. She knew that the zombies were close. Maybe they could take their chances with what was beyond the door that led to the fifth floor apartments. Sure, there was something banging on the other side…but…
Snick.
“I did it!” Deanna squealed. 
She reached up and shoved the hatch open. It finally tipped and fell with a clang to reveal the late afternoon sky. Looking down, Deanna almost lost her grip on the ladder. The zombies had reached the landing. But worse than that, the undead face of Sean looked up at her, mouth open, long strand of dark drool slipping from the corner of its mouth.
Before she could snap out of it and act, the boy grabbed her ankle. She turned and tried to climb, but a tug almost brought her to instant death and the mob waiting below. Maybe that would have been better.
Deanna felt something, but she kicked and broke free. Climbing up, she grabbed the hatch and flipped it shut. It closed with a metal clang that seemed to echo through all of Chicago’s Southside.
Looking around, she was on a roof. She had no food, no water, and a knife with a broken blade that would be next to useless. Looking down, she realized that she had one more problem.
Blood was pooling around her left foot. Sean had gotten her. Deanna dropped to her knees and cried. It was over. 
It was nearing dark when the figure rose. With slow unsteady steps, it wandered about for a few seconds with no apparent sense of direction. Sensations thrummed and the small creature cocked its head in jerky fits. Orienting on the source of sound, it started forward.
The creature had no sense of fear as it approached the ledge. It paid no heed when its feet tripped over the small six-inch lip at the edge of the roof. It plummeted to earth…unaware that a pair of eyes was watching. 
Catie wiped away a tear. At least she would not have to wonder. Deanna was dead. She could care less about Sean, but she doubted that he made it. Turning, she gritted her teeth. She felt lousy and now her heart ached, but she needed to find Kevin. The hard thing would be whether or not she would tell him. One thing was for certain, she did not think she could tell the girl Rose. That girl was far too emotional. She would probably do something stupid. 
 



 
13
 
Geeks Making Tracks
 
Jose Reyes, Manuel Rodriguez, Jane Mendel and Kevin slipped through the gap in the wall. Of course, calling it a wall was perhaps giving it a bit more credit than it deserved. This construction had obviously been done post-zombie uprising. It was a ramshackle bit of work done by people who apparently had little to no experience with a hammer.
Chicago was finally becoming a distant memory. There had been more than a few close calls, and Kevin was surprised on a couple of fronts. First was the fact that the small group from that immune compound had voted unanimously to join him and his group. Second, they had not lost a soul during the remainder of the exodus from the Windy City. Not that there hadn’t been close scrapes…but everybody was still alive and mobile.
They had slipped out using Highway 38 headed west. Things had been hairy until they passed a small development called Elburn. Kevin had not missed the graffiti on the lone water tower near the middle of town.
“GET OUT NOW!”, “NONE ALIVE”, and “R-I-P ELBURN” were the messages painted with the biggest letters. There were other similar things scrawled on the tower, but they all said the same thing. Judging by what they could see of some of the houses closest to the main highway, these people had tried to flee way too late and as a whole. There were numerous multi-car wrecks clogging many of the streets. He could only suppose how it had gone down, but he found he simply did not care. 
After almost a week on the road where they had only been able to average around ten miles a day due to an unusually high number of roaming herds sweeping through, the group was forced to seek places to hide sometimes for up to four or five hours at a time, they had spied the community of Maple Park—or what was left of it.
A large farmhouse just to the east had provided a place to spend the night and allow everybody else to rest while Maple Park was investigated. There had been a small fuss over who was being allowed to make the run, but Kevin solved that by drawing straws. Originally he had only planned on it being a trio, but when both Jose and Manuel drew the short straws, Jane was added so that they could all communicate.
After it was made clear that the rest of the group needed to scour what had obviously been a road side produce stand run by the owners of the big house, Kevin and his team set out for the town of Maple Park. If he had known the wall was in such bad shape, he might have simply brought the entire group along. His concern was that this might be a community of survivors. Obviously that was not the case.
Jane was the last one through, and her scowl was evident as she took in their immediate surroundings. Already there were at least a dozen zombies headed their way.
“How long you think these people lasted?” Jane asked Kevin as she drew her field machete from its leather sheath.
“Maybe until winter,” Kevin replied as he pulled the sturdy three foot blade that he’d liberated from a zombie biker a few days prior.
Without another word, the foursome waded in and dropped the zombies that had drawn near. They kept silent, not wanting to draw the attention of the entire place—however many that might be was anybody’s guess. Jose killed the last with his fisherman’s spike. Kevin marveled at how adept and agile the man was for his size. He looked like he should barely be able to move, much less spin and whirl the way he did in combat.
“From the looks of it, they moved everybody into this section and walled it off. The development just across that field to the northeast looks almost identical to this one,” Jane observed as they moved to the first house. 
In less than an hour, they had discovered a wide variety of supplies including one house that looked to have been used solely as storage for canned goods. Shelves packed with Mason jars lined every wall and were set in rows filling each room.
“Wonder how it went bad?” Jane said, translating for Jose who was twisting the lid off a jar of pickles.
“Besides the piss poor fence?” Kevin emerged from a large room that had probably been a family room before it had been converted to storage. “If I had to guess, I would say they just got sloppy. All it takes is one person to come back from a run with a bite or scratch…” His voice trailed off as he remembered how Mike died and came back. “I don’t see any signs that these people were using protection like goggles or face shields. There are more ways to become infected than just the bite.”
“I guess it just sort of slips your mind,” Jane admitted. “Being immune, I stopped worrying about the small stuff. As long as I didn’t get torn apart and eaten, I guess I figured I was okay.”
“Yeah, and these people could have had a few that were immune.” He sighed and shook his head. “Who knows…and really…who cares. It is what it is.”
“Pessimistic much?” Jane quipped.
“It has nothing to do with being pessimistic. But it does no good to suppose any more. I am sure that we will encounter plenty of things along the way. We might think we can figure out what happened, but it serves no purpose. Our sole focus needs to be on getting to our destination and setting up a home. We have gardens to plant, and every day we spend on the road puts us just that much further behind.”
Jane translated as Kevin headed for the front door. Already another wave of undead had somehow discovered the presence of living beings and moved in. Kevin paused and held his hand up to stop the rest of the group from attacking.
“Head for the fence…NOW!” Kevin insisted.
“It’s just a few—” Jane began, but Kevin shut her down.
“Move! Don’t stop until you are through that damn wall!” To emphasize his point, he gave her a none-too-gentle shove. Jose and Manuel glanced from Jane to Kevin with confused expressions. Jane said something and everybody took off at a sprint. Kevin reached the wall first, but he stopped and helped everybody get through, holding the loose section out to make it easier. The entire time, his eyes were looking back.
The cross street about a half of a block from the house they’d been searching was the focus of his stare. Standing in a cluster were at least twenty zombies.
Children.
He had caught sight of them when a few had emerged from behind some shrubs that ran the length of one house’s front yard as a divider between the house and the street. That had set off his alarm, but when several more emerged from across the street, and then even more from the house sitting kitty corner, he knew. They were waiting. 
Quoting his favorite line by Admiral Akbar, Kevin uttered, “It’s a trap!”
“What are you talking about?” Jane asked as the foursome jogged back up the highway to where the group was waiting.
He explained some of his observations involving the child zombies. Jane actually made him tell her in small amounts so that she could relate what he was saying to Jose and Manuel. When he finished, both men suddenly began speaking rapidly and making lots of exaggerated gestures; so much so that they had stopped running and were now simply walking down the middle of the highway towards the roadside farmhouse. At one point he swore he heard the words Jurassic Park spoken by both men.
“What’s the deal?” Kevin asked once the pair had gone silent and were now staring at Kevin expectantly.
“They say that they have seen what you are talking about,” Jane translated. “Even worse, they say that these child zombies tend to act like a hunting pack. They said it reminded them of the velociraptors from the movie—”
“Jurassic Park!” Kevin interrupted.
By the time they reached the farmhouse where the rest of the group was now standing out front waiting, Kevin had been told a few tales that matched his own. Jane gave him a curious look.
“Are you saying these men are not just spinning some exaggerated tale?” she asked in a whisper that conveyed her fear.
“I can’t really vouch for the pack hunting thing, but I know they are different, and what I saw back there looked like an ambush was in place. Somebody sprung it too soon or we might have been in big trouble.”
The groups converged in the middle of the highway and Kevin related what he had seen before he told about the potential haul. Of course then he was forced to give his pieced together theories involving the child zombies. He was receiving a lot of skeptical looks until Jane followed with sharing all that Jose and Manuel had said about their own experiences.
“So do we go in or just blow by this place?” Bill Sten asked after it was clear that nobody else was going to.
“My honest opinion is that there will be other places to find supplies,” Kevin answered.
“You can’t be so sure about that.” Rose nudged her way to the middle of the circle. “Aleah and I came up with nothing not too long ago. It was frustrating and made us do things that were more dangerous than we probably should have tried. We were getting desperate. It is easy now while we still have a couple of days’ worth of food, but if we hit a stretch of nothing…we are screwed.”
The debate began, and Kevin sat back, listening to all sides, as the cases were being made both for and against going in after some of that food. Twice he noticed Dr. Miriam Reno staring at him with just a slight arch to her eyebrow like she expected him to just step in and make the call. The thing was, he already had his mind made up.
“Bill, Jose, Manuel, Jane, and Jill are going to join me and Catie,” Kevin said above the debate that was starting to grow between Rose, Heather, and David as the youngest members of the group seemed to have the most to say on the subject.
“Wait!” David spun on Kevin. “Why can’t I go?”
“Truth?” Kevin challenged. “You are a big mouth and a know-it-all. And while I don’t begrudge a person who has some smarts, most of the crap that comes out of your mouth reminds me of the old days when people would spew crap on Facebook that they knew nothing about. Also, I am certain that this run is going to be a challenge and I don’t trust you to have my back.”
The young man stood there with a look etched on his face like he’d just been slapped. His mouth opened and closed a few times, but Kevin had already dismissed him and moved on. His next statement was to prevent any other possible arguments in regards to his choice of companions.
“Aleah, you need to stay back with Heather and continue to catalog everything at this farmhouse we can use. Doc, nothing personal, but you won’t ever be going on a run. I learned that lesson the hard way. As for the rest of you, it is simple…I haven’t talked to you that much and don’t really know you well enough. I believe that we are walking into a trap.”
Another round of voices rose in opposition, but Kevin silenced them. “This is not up for debate. The only people at this point that have a say are the ones that I named to join me. Other than that, this is no longer a discussion. So…if you are with me, step forward.”
Each person did so. Jose and Manuel gave him a grim squeeze of the shoulder after Jane had translated it all. They took a place on either side of Kevin and folded their arms across their chests like sentinels.
“We still have plenty of daylight.” Kevin cast a glance skyward. It was barely midday by his guess. “Let’s move.”
 
***
 
Kevin scaled the fence and landed in the back yard of the third house. Two more and they would be at the point where the T-intersection sat. They would be across the street from the house with the line of shrubs where the first of the child zombies had appeared. It would also put them behind the second group. Jose, Manuel and Jane were with him. Bill, Catie, and Jill would be in the middle of the street. (Fadia Street according to the one sign that sat tilted on the corner where the actual target house was located.)
At each house, Kevin made visual contact with the other group and would wave them to advance to the next. There was not a lot of space between the houses, but at least it was not too deep into spring yet, so many of the trees and bushes were just starting to bud or bloom and did not hinder the ability to see out to the street.
“Okay,” Kevin turned to the others, “the next house is where things will get hairy. We have to move fast and take these things out as quickly as we can. They are still zombies. And while they may be showing some rudimentary signs of planning, that does not change things.”
Jose said something and Jane looked up at Kevin with a tight-lipped smile. “He says that they are worse…they are demons. He and Manuel are certain that it is demons from Hell trying to use the children as a way into our world.”
“Whatever helps him do his job.” 
Kevin looked over into the next yard. It was no different than the one he was currently standing in except for the fact that this one had an above ground pool. One side had collapsed at some point, and with the cover still partially intact, it was almost like a bit of a cave. He felt the hairs on his arms and on the back of his neck stand up.
Turning to the others, he put a finger to his lips and then pointed. He signaled to Manuel to move down to the back end of the yard and climb at that point. Jose went up closer to the house while he and Jane took the middle.
No sooner had his feet touched ground when something moved from inside the dark recess of the four foot high pool. Memories immediately flooded his mind of that horrific sight involving the dog and the still animated head of that little girl that he, Heather, and Aleah had come across.
A low growl issued from the darkness and Kevin raised his hands indicating that everybody freeze. Blade already in hand, Kevin took a few cautious steps towards the opening. He heard something shift and move. Cocking his arm back, Kevin was prepared to step in and strike.
A triangular head emerged and Kevin took an involuntary step back as the brindle pit-bull curled its lip to reveal a mouthful of sharp teeth. A heartbeat later, five pups waddled out to stand under the protective shadow of their mother.
“Easy, girl,” Kevin whispered. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
The female pit-bull lowered its head just a little, but its eyes remained fixed on the human standing before it. Kevin was not sure if he was relieved that the dog was not a zombie. A zombie dog suffered from the same lack of coordination and speed as its human counterpart. This dog looked surprisingly healthy. He wondered briefly what its diet must consist of. If it was surviving by eating zombies…then perhaps dogs had the same possibility of immunity as humans. 
Kevin took a step back and started to angle towards the house and away from the pool. The entire time, the pit-bull kept her eyes fixed on him as well as the others. Manuel had to retreat almost to the fence before the dog seemed to relax and cease her growling.
“I miss having a dog,” Jane said wistfully as they slipped through the gate that was only barely hanging on by a single rusty hinge.
“Yeah, well considering that one of our concerns is feeding ourselves…I don’t think pets are a viable option at the moment. Besides…” Kevin glanced over his shoulder one last time. The pit-bull and her pups were nowhere to be seen. “I think she is doing just fine on her own.”
With that, the four crept alongside the house to the corner and peered out to the driveway. Kevin felt his mouth go dry. Beyond the hedges that ran along the front of this particular house, he could see Catie and her group where they had come to a stop in the middle of the street. He could also see the two dozen or more child zombies on his side of the hedge. A few were just sort of milling about or shifting back and forth from foot to foot; but he could swear that a handful were making periodic checks through the hedges.
One of them gave a soft moan. Seconds later, it was answered from across the street. It was as if that had been the cue because every single one of the child zombies shifted position and began to move for the end of the hedges. They would pour out from the driveway. What happened next removed any doubt that these child zombies were capable of some form of thought process. One of the children stopped beside the derelict vehicle still in the drive way and began to slap the hood with his palms. The sound was magnified by the silence that had preceded it.
Within moments, adult zombies began emerging from every direction. This went beyond anything he had imagined possible. He glanced at Jane and saw her horrified stare as she witnessed the event. He was not sure which one, but either Jose or Manuel whispered the word “Diablo!”
From their vantage point, it was clear that Catie and her group would be surrounded in mere seconds. There was no choice; this run would have to be cancelled.
“Catie, run!” Kevin bellowed.
He did not wait to ensure she complied, he felt he knew her well enough that she would do what he said. He shoved Jane back the way they’d come. He fell in behind her, but Jose and Manuel had other plans. The two men rushed the child zombies.
Kevin would not risk his life. Whatever these men had in mind, they were on their own. He and Jane sprinted across the back yard. Kevin was only mildly surprised when the pit-bull did not emerge. Obviously it knew better as the first of the child zombies pushed through the gate, finally breaking it free of its last hinge.
The zombies would not even get two steps in before he and Jane were over the fence and dashing across the next unkempt yard. As they reached the next fence, there was a sudden flurry of barks and moans. One pitiful yelp cut through the rest of the noise causing Kevin to wince inwardly.
At last they had made it to the barricade that had sealed this place off from the rest of the world to no avail. Kevin could not help but think of the downfall of this place as they ran. Despite his claims of not caring, his mind ran through the most likely scenario. The residents of this place had come together and tried to create a safe zone. Many of them obviously had children. 
Catie and her group were already waiting for Kevin and Jane since all they’d had to do was turn around and sprint back up the road. The looks of concern were obvious when Kevin and Jane appeared with no sign of Manuel or Jose.
“Where are the others?” Jill asked as soon as Kevin and Jane pulled up.
“They…went…after…the…children,” Kevin panted. He waved away the follow up questions until he could catch his breath. Once he could talk and not feel like he was starving for oxygen, he explained how the two men were convinced that the child zombies were actually demons from Hell.
“And you just let them charge in alone?” Bill asked. He took two steps past Kevin, obviously intending to go after the pair.
“If you go in there, you go alone, and you probably don’t return,” Kevin said to the man’s back. “There are close to a thousand zombies in there. I know there are at least forty or so children.”
“So we just leave those men to die?” Bill spun on Kevin, fists clenched.
“Look, you haven’t been out here in all of this very much. Maybe you made a few runs when you were back at that compound, but out here…things are different. You do what you want, but I’m not going back in there.” Kevin stared the larger man down. He watched as the spirit seeped from the man’s eyes. He knew what Kevin was saying to be true.
“Let’s get back to the others,” Catie said, stepping between the men to ensure the discussion was officially over.
The group turned and began heading up the highway. They had gotten less than a dozen steps when a voice called from behind them.
“Hola, amigos!”
They all turned to see Manuel and Jose jogging their direction. By the time they closed half the distance, it was clear each was carrying something.
The two stopped a few feet from the group and both held up a puppy in each hand with smiles beaming on their faces. Kevin scowled but remained silent. The men spoke quickly; when they finished, Jane turned and filled everybody in.
“They say that it is now okay to return for supplies. They have sent the demons back to Hell and given the children their peace. Also…” she glanced at Kevin, “…the mother of the puppies is dead. She was torn apart protecting her pups. Jose says that he knows Mister Dreon does not approve, but he and Manuel promise that, if need be, they will share their own rations with the pups. They say that if these little ones fight anything like their mother, it will be a worthy sacrifice.”
“Then let’s go finish what we came for,” Kevin finally agreed. “Even though these two say they got all the children, you still need to keep your eyes peeled just in case.”
His warning was all for naught. The group spent the remainder of the day taking down every remaining zombie within the confines of the poorly constructed walls. By that evening, the rest of the group had been brought up to camp for the night.
The conversation at dinner was upbeat and positive. Everybody was all smiles and laughter. The four puppies were a large source of happiness for everyone—even Kevin. Somewhere along the line, Rose produced four pieces of different colored yarn and tied a piece around each pup’s neck.
“For now, we can call them Red, Purple, Green, and Black,” the girl announced.
For the next two days, the group remained vigilant for any zombies that might have been missed, but things remained blissfully uneventful. Everybody worked in teams to round up supplies. Kevin, Bill, and Jill found bicycles and built three carts that could be pulled.
Kevin knew it was unlikely that the bikes and carts would last long, it seemed that every time they got into a groove, something came along to derail it, but at least they could make some good time while the luxury was available.
Four days later, they were back on the road headed west along Highway 38, which they had discovered to also be called the Lincoln Highway. They had only travelled one day when signs indicated that a larger city loomed ahead. However, it was not the city that had them concerned, it was the series of signs that had been put up.
“Continue at your own peril,” Rose read the large black letters painted across the stripped roadside billboard. “Guess they probably aren’t friendly.”
Kevin produced the road atlas they had picked up at a gas station and began tracing things with his finger. At last he looked up at the group. “We can go south and hook up with Interstate 88. It isn’t too far out of the way. That can take us all the way to Davenport. From there, we can follow Interstate 80 until it reaches Interstate 29. That will take us all the way to Sioux City where we swing north for the final stretch to Sioux Falls. There are a few major cities along the way, but we can probably skirt them without going too far from the beaten path. 
“I think the interstates offer us the fastest way possible. However, if we take a more direct route, we could possibly cut the time in half. The problem will be the likelihood that some of the lesser roads may have washed out.”
The group gathered around as Kevin laid out the possibilities. When he finished, he put it to a vote. Despite the fact that it would take them out of their way a good distance, the consensus was to stick close to the interstates. Everybody felt that having the bicycles for as long as they could was a real plus. If they were lucky (which none of them believed to be the case), they could reach Sioux City in just a couple of weeks. As it was, the hope was maybe within a month.
They were just about to resume their journey when a scream sounded from beyond some trees to the south of their location. Everybody jumped at the initial scare, but seconds later, Bill, Barney, Jill and Catie had dropped their bicycles and took off towards the direction of the noise.
“Everybody move into that field,” Kevin pointed to what might have once been a massive corn field, but was now a jungle of sorts. “Don’t go any further than where you can still see the road. Adam, Selma, you come with me.”
Kevin took off on his bicycle past where the scream had come. His plan was to move in from the other side. He felt the rush of adrenaline course through him as he pumped the pedals. Once he was about a hundred yards beyond the cluster of trees where Catie and the others were just now disappearing, Kevin ditched his bicycle. His mind was warring with his decision to simply charge in to a situation blindly. He knew that never ended well. Yet, he had found a new source of invigoration since the addition of the people from the compound. For some reason he could not put a finger on, things felt different; and ever since they had re-committed to travelling to South Dakota, he just believed that they would succeed.
Wading through the tall grass, Kevin had drawn one of the pistols. While it had been generally agreed that firearms were the weapon of last resort, he could not be sure of what he was rushing into and had no desire to perish because his best line of defense was in its holster.
Just ahead, he heard the sounds of a scuffle. He heard a roar that sounded like Bill and something wooden being shattered. When he broke through the thickest of the trees and brush he found Bill, Catie, Barney, and Jill taking down a dozen walkers. However, that was not what drew his main focus. Up in a tree were three children between the ages of twelve and mid-teens. They were clustered together and crying. His eyes followed their gaze and he spied a fourth young girl that had been savaged.
With a sigh he waded in to help finish off the zombies. He kept a wary eye on the dead girl, knowing that she would sit up at any moment. 
The last of the zombies was taken down and Kevin moved next to Catie, whispering for her to gain the attention of the children. Without trying to draw too much attention, Kevin slid his blade free and moved to the downed girl. Just as he reached her side, the eyes opened. He was about to strike when he saw what he was almost certain to be a furrow of the forehead as if the thing were afraid. That was all it took to make him pause long enough for the creature to let loose with a mewling baby cry.
Kevin struck, but he heard the scream of protest from the children in the tree as he did so. Turning, he saw that Bill had caught one of the children and was holding him back. The boy, by appearances, the youngest of the bunch, was struggling and flailing at the big man.
“Don’t hurt my sister!” he howled through the tears.
The other two in the tree had not come down yet and were now crying hysterically. Kevin moved away from the now dead body of the girl and tried to approach Bill and the boy. As soon as he took a step, the young man increased his thrashing and began to hurl threats at Kevin.
“She was dead,” Kevin said, trying to reason with the lad.
“She ain’t allergic to zombie bites,” the boy shot back. “You killed her and I’m gonna kill you.”
Kevin glanced at Catie who made a slight twitch with her head indicating that Kevin should withdraw. He looked around and decided that he was doing more harm than good and turned to leave. He heard somebody come up behind and glanced to notice Barney joining him.
“What the hell do you think was going on?” the man asked as he fell in step with Kevin.
“No idea.”
“But that was some kids out by themselves. That just doesn’t seem right.”
“Not the first time,” Kevin said with a laugh. When he realized that Barney was staring at him with obvious confusion, Kevin gave a brief rundown of how Rose had become a part of the group.
“Jesus…a whole mob of juvenile delinquents. That must have been a handful.”
Kevin didn’t bother explaining that he’d had more trouble with the adults of Barney’s prior residence than he’d had with the so-called delinquents.
Picking up his bike, Kevin started to pedal back to the others. Barney followed and finally Kevin turned to the man. “How come you aren’t back there helping the others with that situation?”
“I hate kids,” the man said with a shrug.
As Kevin coasted to a stop where those he’d left behind started to emerge, he noticed a look on Aleah’s face that told him he might be in a bit of trouble. Since this was obviously one of those days, he decided it would be best to just find out what it was now and hopefully be done with it.
Laying his bicycle down, Kevin went straight to Aleah and took her by the arm, leading her away from the group. He noticed Rose and Heather standing close together whispering. That was never a good sign.
“So what is wrong?” Kevin decided to get straight to whatever might be the issue.
“Do you plan on leaving me out of every single run now? Am I supposed to just stay back, tend the fires, watch the camp, that sort of thing?”
Kevin looked at her with a look of absolute confusion. He had no idea what she was talking about…at first. However, as he stood there staring at her while she glared back with arms clutched tight across her belly…it dawned.
Crap, he thought.
“Okay, first off, I wasn’t even thinking about whatever it is you may believe I was doing. Honestly, I was just…” his voice faded as he spoke. Maybe he had not been doing anything on purpose, but perhaps his subconscious was involved.
“Just because I am not one of the people who are immune, that does not mean I can’t pull my share of the duties.”
Kevin tried to flash a smile. Aleah’s scowl deepened. “And what do you find so amusing?”
“You said duties.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Potty humor? Really? Isn’t that a little beneath you?”
“Look,” Kevin took a deep breath and let it out with a huff, “I wasn’t trying to keep you back or anything. It just worked out that way. But now that you bring up the point, what would it matter? Seriously, is there anything wrong with trying to keep you safe? We are short on supplies when it comes to protection. You don’t have goggles or even a good set of gloves. We know that this stuff can be passed on by ways other than just being bitten. Until you can get some protective gear, would it be so terrible if you stayed back unless absolutely necessary?”
Aleah dropped her head and Kevin moved close to take her in his arms. She stiffened for an instant, but eventually she let him hold her close.
As he held her, Kevin was reminded of another way in which he had to protect her. He felt his stomach tighten as the reality that they could no longer be intimate flickered and tried to burn its way through his soul. Kevin shoved it down and refused to let it gain any traction.
“So are we all good?” Heather’s voice seeped in and helped wash away all of the thoughts that were trying to gain a footing despite Kevin’s desire to keep them at bay.
Looking down at Aleah with a raised eyebrow, Kevin thought it might be a good idea if she answer that question; mostly due to the fact that he was not really certain if he’d said the right things or not.
“We’re good,” Aleah said, not making any move to separate from Kevin’s embrace.
“Great, because the rest of the group is returning, and they don’t look happy,” Rose warned.
Kevin moved so that his arm was still around Aleah, for some reason, he just wasn’t ready to end their physical contact. He scanned the faces of those returning. They all had grim expressions, but Bill looked just plain pissed and Catie was…smirking?
“The little bastard bit me!” Bill snarled, bringing his arm up and waving it around as he continued to rant. “I tried to get the little brat to calm down and tell me who he was and where their parents or any adults might be and he bit me…and he knew enough to tug my jacket up so he could get flesh.”
“More immunes, all of the kids had healed bites,” Catie reported, nudging the much larger man aside. “Best I can tell, they are over in that huge building across the field. But these folks ain’t playing. They have the place rigged. Actually rather impressive from what I saw.”
“Where are the kids now?” Kevin asked.
“They bolted for the field. It was just through the trees on the other side. There is a fence, but the other side is where it gets interesting. A few dozen zombies wearing headgear wander that field. Also, the kids were running in a zigging pattern that leads me to believe they were avoiding certain areas which would indicate there are probably an assortment of traps lacing the ground.” Kevin noted the admiration in Catie’s voice as she recounted what she saw. “I didn’t get a really good look, but there are towers built up on top of a massive warehouse building.”
“That is the Target distribution center,” Selma Maxwell announced. All eyes turned her way. “My husband drove trucks,” she explained after she got over the sudden intense scrutiny that had been directed at her. “Mostly short runs around the state. Sometimes I went along in the summer just to be out of the house. I thought the area looked familiar.”
“So…” Kevin addressed the group, “do we try to make contact, or do we just go around, give this place a wide berth, and continue on our way?”
The debate was short and sweet. A unanimous vote to just resume the trip and leave these people came with no dissension. Kevin listened as the folks from the compound he’d recently been a captive of expressed that if these folks were in fact immune, then they might be intentionally isolating themselves from everybody else. Also, the signs were probably their doing, which indicated further that they were not receptive or hospitable to strangers.
They skirted south and were back on the interstate within a few hours. As the skyline of what signs indicated to be the city of Rochelle, Illinois began to loom on the horizon, Kevin called for them to find a place to camp. They decided to stop for the night atop the overpass of the cloverleaf interchange where Interstates 88 and 39 met just east of town. First thing in the morning, they would venture forth. Kevin wanted to try and find gear for everybody and explained how those not immune needed proper eye protection and such so that everybody could participate in scouting and supply runs.
Rose and Aleah smiled at each other in satisfaction. Both had been a little chafed the past few days as they had been left out of anything that had to do with a job that might bring them in proximity of zombies. 
Camp was made and watch was set as meals were assembled. Kevin noticed an interesting divide in the camp beginning to form. Heather, Aleah, Rose and Jill sat together; Adam and Dr. Reno sat together; Jane sat with Jose and Manuel; Bill sat alone, and everybody else sat in a loose group. He would keep his eyes on things. He did not want fractures in the unity of his new tribe. 
 
***
 
The next several days went by with a remarkable lack of excitement. They made it a habit to skirt larger towns as they continued the trek west. Twice they had to find a place to hide when herds were spotted. One rivalled the herd from back in Chicago and Kevin estimated its numbers in the hundreds of thousands. 
As they ventured deep into Iowa, Kevin began to think that just maybe they would reach their destination. However, every time his mind went down that path, Kevin stifled it as quickly as he was able. For some reason he was becoming very superstitious and began to worry that the moment he allowed optimism to rear its head, he would invite absolute disaster.
Nights were spent in everything from barns to a mansion that, according to the items they discovered, belonged to a fairly well known rock star. Kevin had never heard of the man, but Catie seemed to be a bit of a fan and spent that night roaming the house looking at everything which led to her being a tad tired and cranky the next day.
As they continued to make good time, Kevin noticed that the divisions he observed during meals were now spilling over to when they travelled…with one exception. David Semmet and Heather had started to ride together. Also, Cherish Brandini was following Bill around like a puppy. Bill seemed not to notice.
They pulled off for the night one rainy afternoon just outside of Altoona, Iowa. Camp was made in some fairly thick woods just off the interstate that clustered around a small stream that wound past lazily. The next day would bring them to Des Moines. Kevin wanted to spend some time with the maps and figure out the best way to skirt the heart of the city as well as some places they might skim for supplies. Des Moines marked the largest population center that they would pass up to this point.
So far, cities had been few and far between in the heartland of America. The smaller towns had been no problem, but he had not forgotten Chicago. He had no desire to deal with those sorts of issues again.
He was looking at his atlas by the fire when he heard the sounds of a heated disagreement. Stuffing the weathered travel guide into his pack, Kevin got up and followed his ears to the disturbance. Obviously whoever it was had forgotten the fact that zombies were attracted to sound. Up to this point, they’d only been forced to break camp and make a run for it once when the leading edge of a herd numbering around four or five hundred had stumbled on their location one night. David still liked to remind everybody how he’d been on watch that night and sounded the warning. Personally, Kevin did not see the big deal in being patted on the back for doing your job.
“…great big fairy!” Cherish shrieked as she burst from a tent that Kevin was pretty sure belonged to Bill.
Kevin watched the woman storm off into the darkness and then gave the flap to the tent a little shake. “Anybody home?” he called, making sure that his voice was only a little louder than a whisper.
“Come in,” Bill’s voice rumbled.
Kevin entered the tent and had to let his eyes adjust to the gloom. Bill’s tent was the farthest from the fire and, just like during the meals, Bill seemed content to set himself apart from the group.
“So…” Kevin let that word hang in the air in the hopes that the big man might start talking. After a moment of silence, he decided on a more direct approach.
“You and Cherish have a little problem?”
The hulking form of the muscular man moved and got close enough to Kevin that he took a step back. He had not experienced any trouble with the man, but he did not want that to suddenly change tonight.
“She wouldn’t take no for an answer,” Bill’s voice rumbled.
Kevin could not think of what to say and continued to remain silent.
“I tried to be nice, but that woman is a straight up bitch,” Bill finally continued. “It wasn’t anything personal. I even tried to explain that I thought she was plenty pretty…just not…my…type.”
Kevin was nodding along when a thought crept in. He had not ever considered the possibility. Truthfully, it just was not something that was important enough to even give thought to.
“You’re gay.”
Kevin bit his tongue he shut his mouth so quick. But it was too late, the words were out. He closed his eyes and waited for the big man to punch him in the face. What had he been thinking? He’d just called the largest human being he had ever met a homosexual. The beating was sure to be epic.
“Is that a problem?”
The question caught Kevin by surprise. He had expected fists…not words. He felt the man shift and was almost certain that he would be picking himself up from the other side of camp. 
Nothing.
“I can pack my stuff and be gone in the morning,” Bill said with a sigh.
“Wait!” Kevin blurted. This guy had it all wrong. “Why would you go?”
“Because I’m not straight.”
“That’s stupid.” Kevin considered his words and hurried to clarify. “The part about you leaving…not the part about you being gay. I could care less. I hate to break it to you, but there are way bigger problems these days. There is that whole zombie thing…” He took a step towards the behemoth and reached out, hoping to God that he found an arm. “And besides…you got no idea where that gal has been. I doubt her legs even know what it is like to touch at the top.”
That earned a chuckle. “Although I sure wouldn’t mind if Barney came out of the closet.”
Kevin joined in on the laugh. “Who still has hair gel? I swear that guy has a secret stash someplace. My hair never looked that good before the apocalypse.”
The two men shared in the laugh. After a few hours of talking, Kevin had to excuse himself to take his watch. He knew that morning was going to come way too early. Selma relieved him, but not more than twenty minutes later she woke him again.
“Cherish is gone,” the woman said as Kevin tried to rub the sleep from his eyes.
“Gone where?”
“Just gone…she took all her stuff as well as one of the packs of food and she hitched her bike to one of the carts with about half the ammo.”
Kevin shoved his sleeping bag away and got up. Aleah was with him having heard everything. “Rouse the troops,” he growled. “I doubt she could be far.”
Ten minutes later, he had everybody gathered around and gave them the news. Bill dropped his head and Kevin was about to ask for volunteers to find Cherish. Since she was hauling a cart, it was a logical assumption that she would be easy to overtake if they could find her. He would send the search team out and then pull Bill aside. He did not want the man blaming himself.
“I have something to say,” Bill’s voice was low but determined. Kevin looked to discover the man’s head had come up and he had a firm set to his face.
Kevin moved aside and the man took his place in the center of their small group. Bill had told Kevin what obviously had been a secret up to this point…and now he let everybody else know.
“You poor man,” Dr. Miriam Reno said, stepping forward and taking Bill’s hand. Kevin was about to scold the doctor when she continued speaking. “You must have been one of the most requested sires back at the compound. What was it…fifty…a hundred times you had sex with women trying to get pregnant?” Bill nodded, his face flushing just a bit. “That must have been horrible,” the doctor commiserated.
“A damn nightmare,” Bill agreed.
“Wish my nightmares were like that,” David quipped, receiving a sharp elbow from Heather for his trouble.
A short time later, Adam, David, Shauna, Aleah, and Barney went in search of Cherish Brandini. Kevin made it clear that they were to be back before dark the next day. He would endure one more day at this location, but he was more interested in moving on than getting back the stuff that had been taken. Most of it was replaceable; the biggest loss coming from the ammunition stores that Cherish had managed to abscond with. 
He had made a conscious decision to not go, and instead send Aleah. He felt that should show her that he was not trying to shelter her or give preferential treatment; although, to be perfectly honest, he simply did not see the big deal. He planned to relish in the fact that he would be able to just sit around camp. They’d been on the move for several days now and he was prepared to do a whole lot of nothing.
The first few hours that the search party was gone were okay. Kevin went down by the stream and took a very cold but satisfying bath just after sunrise. After that, he washed his clothes and hung them from branches to dry as the sun began to burn through the last of the lingering clouds. He drifted off for a nap in some tall grass and awoke with a start to the sounds of shouts.
He arrived to find Bill and Selma in a tangle on a large patch of grass. He was about to rush in and break it up when Dr. Miriam Reno clapped her hands and called, “It is amazing that you can make that look so real without actually hurting her.”
Bill had been giving a demonstration of some of the easier maneuvers he used in his professional wrestling career. Everybody was apparently enjoying it, but Jose and Manuel were absolutely captivated. They each insisted through Jane that they get their turns. 
“Glad to see you up and about,” the doctor said as she sidled over beside Kevin. “I imagine that is the best way to keep your mind off of that gal while she is out there.”
“Wait…” Kevin faced the woman who was still watching the demonstration Bill was putting on as he hoisted Jose up onto his shoulders and spun him like he was nothing. “How long have I been asleep?”
“Few hours.”
Kevin moved out from the shade of the trees and looked skyward. He was not foolish enough to think he could actually tell time by the sun, but he knew well enough that the blazing orb had travelled a considerable distance since he’d laid down for that nap.
All of his fears scurried forth from the darker shadows of his mind. Each one offering up horrible possibilities of what fate had befallen Aleah. He began to pace nervously. More than once, somebody would try to talk to him, but they would soon give up when it was obvious that his mind had checked out.
Time seemed to come to a standstill and Kevin began to get a feeling deep in his gut. Was this the ability of premonition? he wondered. Was he becoming more in tune with his sixth sense now that the Old World had been stripped away? He had read enough stories where that sort of thing happened. Just as quickly as it arose, Kevin banished the thought. In his logical mind he knew better.
“You are making people nervous,” a voice said. 
Kevin looked down to discover Rose standing there. The look on her face indicated that she was one of the people he was making nervous.
“Aleah will be fine,” Heather said from beside him. He had no recollection of her having strolled up. 
His mind was simply too consumed with worry. What had he been thinking, sending her off like that? He was supposed to protect her, but he had allowed himself to be governed by emotion instead of logic. Why was it a crime to keep her safe? It was a logical step to send out people who were not susceptible to the zombie contagion and keep back those who were.
“Kevin!” Bill’s voice cut through Kevin’s morose thought process. “We got incoming…I count five. Looks like our people.”
Kevin scrambled up the slope to the highway where Bill, Jose and Jane were standing with hands shielding eyes from the sun which had now slipped down to the western horizon and would be dipping from sight within a few hours.
It took everything in his power to not go running across the open expanse between him and Aleah. He wanted to sprint, arms open wide, scoop her up and kiss her. It seemed to take forever, but at last the group reached the interstate. Kevin had to suppress a smile when they looked both ways before crossing. Were they expecting traffic?
“She’s gone,” Adam announced. “But we found a pretty nice housing development. From the looks, the entire community evacuated to some sort of horse racing track on the other side of town. There is some serious military hardware over there…but no signs of anybody living. The fence looks to have been breached in at least three places.”
“There is still a concentrated zombie presence,” Aleah said as she pulled off her riot helmet. “But if we can actually draw them out, I think it is worth looking.”
“The only real concern is the absolute massiveness of the whole place,” Adam blurted. “Seriously, I have not seen anything on this scale. It looks like they tried to just secure too much area. And if they did it early on, who knows how many people came in infected. It looks like they turned the campground across from the track facility into some sort of medical center. There are a lot of zombies in uniform, man.”
Kevin pulled out his atlas and took a look at the area. Sure enough, there was a massive resort complex called Adventureland. He hadn’t really noticed it before, or if he had, he obviously dismissed it. He had to admit, as far as a location for a FEMA center, it was probably not a bad one. It certainly held a number of advantages over a local high school. The infield of the horse racing track would be able to house thousands; add the camp ground and the expanse of parking lot…it was a fairly solid idea.
That night they sat around the Dakota Hole fire and discussed how they might be able to get inside the overrun rescue center and scavenge. The more Kevin heard, the more he felt there might be a veritable treasure within that busted fence line.
“I have a question,” David finally spoke up after several instances of whispering back and forth with Heather. He seemed a little embarrassed when all eyes turned his direction.
“Go ahead,” Kevin encouraged.
“If this place is such a great possibility for weapons and supplies, how is it that nobody else has made a run on it?”
“Maybe they have,” Kevin conceded.
“But Adam says he saw stacks of crates that looked unopened.” David was gaining more confidence as it was clear that his concerns were not being dismissed.
“It could be a number of things.” Kevin let his gaze pass over everybody. He wanted them to be sure they knew what this mission could mean. “If this place was setting up for a long holdout, then it is likely that they brought in massive supplies. If they were hit by a herd, or even if the attack came from within, anybody who could make a run for it may have done so without having time to grab things. In the past year, how many times have you had to leave everything behind and just run for your life?”
With the exception of Heather and Aleah, they all looked back at him blankly. He had forgotten that these folks had been safe inside their compound almost from the beginning. And when they’d left, it had not been a hurried exodus, they had been able to grab what they wanted and depart in relative peace. They had not been through what he and his people had been through. And Rose…well…she was a different story altogether.
“Consider yourselves lucky,” Kevin sighed. “Anyway, even if people have come through, they couldn’t take everything. And I would bet that a lot of them would pass this place by just because of all the zombies you say are wandering around inside that fence.”
A sound from beyond the trees made everybody jump. Weapons were being drawn in a flurry and sixteen people were ready to confront whatever came through the trees and brush. A thud and cry sounded, and then more scuffling. At last, a figure staggered through and stopped. The Dakota fire hole did not produce much ambient light, and so nobody moved until a familiar voice whimpered.
“People…bad people…” Cherish Brandini staggered a few more steps and fell to the ground in a lifeless heap.
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Soul Scarring
 
Forcing down the bile that was rising in my throat, I lobbed the second grenade. I tried to ignore the fact that I saw a body go airborne in the maelstrom of dirt, grass, smoke, and fire. The hardest part was pretending that the body was not in at least three separate pieces.
Giving the signal, I unslung my M4 and charged forward. The stench of fresh death was so thick that it turned my stomach. The haze cut visibility down to just a few feet of actual clarity. That is probably why I did not see the mangled torso that I tripped over.
Sprawling on my face, my rifle clattered away and came to rest against the body of a woman. I got to my hands and knees and crawled to retrieve my weapon. A low moan froze me and I had my knife in my hand on instinct alone. The woman’s head lolled to face me and I saw crystal blue eyes staring back at me. The left one was marred by the rupture of several small capillaries and had an ugly red smear marring the white. Red…not black, my mind pointed out. 
It made little difference. I did what I had to do and finished her off. As my brain slowly allowed me to see the rest of the picture, I convinced myself that I had done the right thing. Her left arm was gone and blood was still pumping in rhythmic jets from the ugly stump that remained. That stopped seconds after I plunged my blade into her temple.
I heard the sounds of battle erupt around me. Tracers whizzed past in both directions. I had no idea how many we’d killed, much less how many remained. I did know that the camp was not incredibly large. I had a feeling that we took out a lion’s share in the initial blasts. 
I inched forward to the mouth of a tent that was mostly collapsed. Something stirred and I brought the stock of my rifle up to my shoulder. A man staggered out, flinging the tent flap aside and kicking his feet loose from something that had him tangled. He probably never saw me. I doubt he even realized he was dead despite the two steps that he took before collapsing to the ground.
I scurried forward and glanced inside. When I saw movement, I did not even bother to look any closer. I sprayed a few five-round bursts into the tent. Satisfied, I moved deeper into the camp. I passed something to my left and, try as I might, I could not help but stop and stare.
It was the upper half of a girl no older than Thalia. Brown eyes stared dully to the sky through a mask of dirt, burnt flesh, and blood. What had I done?
Somebody grabbed my arm and I spun to face Darla. She glanced down at my feet, but her hard features gave no indication of shame, pity, or even condemnation. She shoved me forward.
“This is so wrong,” I muttered. I was not sure that she could hear me over the sounds of gunfire, moans, crying, and screaming.
“Worry about it later, Billy!” Darla snapped. She had turned me to face her again and was practically standing nose-to-nose with me.
“That little girl couldn’t be any older than Thalia.” I felt my voice break as I drew closer to tears.
“And if we fail in this mission, that little girl will be Thalia!” she snarled. “Yes, this sucks, but if we don’t do this, then it will be our people on the receiving end. Is that what you want?”
It wasn’t. However, that did not mean that anything changed about the way I felt inside. It was almost like I could feel my soul being torn apart and run through a wood chipper, dipped in salt, and then set on fire.
I took a deep breath and looked around. I was not alone in my feelings. I saw one member of my team on her knees beside a lump of flesh that was not large enough to be an adult. She was crying all the way up until a burst of gunfire made dark splotches across her chest.
“No mercy,” I said, more to myself than to anybody who might have been able to hear me.
The first few steps were more of a stagger, but I fell in beside Darla and we gunned our way into the center of this camp. A large tent to my left was shaking as those inside were obviously scrambling into action. Without pause, I grabbed my third grenade and tossed it into the open flap. A man had just stepped into that space and had just enough time to look down at the deadly little pineapple that rolled between his legs. The explosion could have been comical if you divorced yourself from the instant carnage. The tent blew out like a giant bubble, and then it collapsed in on itself. Nothing moved as smoke poured out of the lumpy mess.
“Billy!” a voice yelled. I spun to my right to see Doubting Thomas limping in my direction. He was clutching his left leg and I saw that his hands were dripping wet with blood. “We got trouble.”
That was sort of obvious, which meant he meant that there was something even worse than what we were already dealing with. I was about to ask when something hissed by overhead. A second later, there was a tremendous explosion that sent me flying.
I shook my head to clear the ringing in my ears, but it was useless. That noise was going to stick around for a while. Plus, shaking my head only served to send pain shooting down my neck. I quickly patted myself with my hands and checked. No blood, or at least not enough to indicate that I was seriously injured. Darla was a few feet in front of me and rolled onto her back. At first I thought that she was dead, then she turned onto her side and spat out a mouthful of dirt and blood. She had something about the size of a pencil sticking out of her cheek. I watched as she reached up, found the object, and yanked it free in a spray of frothy blood. A crimson river was running down her face, but she had the presence of mind to rip free a piece of her tattered shirt and smash it into the hole that pierced her cheek.
It took me a few seconds to realize that the roar of gunfire that had been raging only seconds ago had reduced to a few random pops. From where I had landed at the base of a tree, I had a terrible view of the surrounding area. I had a smoldering camp one way and a smoldering wooden play structure the other. With tall grass on every side, smoke rolling by on the gentle breeze, and my back literally up against a tree, I could not see any of my team with the exception of Darla and Doubting Thomas. 
Doubting Thomas was on his stomach about five feet away from me with his hands over his head. He looked up and I could tell that he was surprised to discover himself still among the living. I had obviously been stopped by the tree that I was now leaning up against and he came to me on his belly.
“A group of twenty or thirty were coming in from behind us by the looks of it. I don’t know if they were even aware we existed, but they have three guys packing RPGs.” His hands sort of went wide as if to bring my attention to the destruction.
Darla made a wet sound and then spat out a mouthful of blood. “Where did you see them last?” she asked once her mouth was clear. It almost sounded as if she were underwater.
“Back from where I was coming from.” Doubting Thomas pointed almost exactly back the way that we had used for our approach.
“You two rally everybody that you can and move to…” I looked around to gather my bearings. I saw a gentle slope on the other side of what was left of the mangled wooden play structure. “Get up on that hill.”
“What about you?” Doubting Thomas asked.
“Somebody has to take out those RPGs,” I said with a shrug.
“I’ll go with you!” he blurted. I glanced down at his leg and he seemed to suddenly remember that he was injured and added weakly, “You can’t go after twenty or thirty armed enemies on your own.”
“You still got your grenade?” I asked. He nodded and I held out my hand. He and Darla both plopped a grenade down into my open palm.
“It is still a suicide run,” the man sighed. 
“I don’t plan on trying to take them head on,” I said as I checked my M4 and started towards the smoldering play structure. 
I wriggled my way under a square wooden platform that was only a couple of feet off the ground. I would not be able to move much, but I would also present a very difficult target. They would have to hit my location with another RPG if they wanted any shot at all of taking me out. 
I could not see much if they got close, but I would have a good view of any who approached from back the way we had come in. I would wait until I saw whoever was toting those RPGs before I side armed a grenade with the hopes that it would roll or bounce far enough to take out the greatest number.
I did not have to wait long. The first few came in looking every bit the part of a bunch of rednecks on a hunting trip. The guys toting the RPGs were whipping around like a cartoonish example of a policeman doing a room sweep. I gauged the distance and waited. As they drew closer, I slipped the pin free of the first grenade, being sure to hold the lever tight so I did not blow myself to bits.
Distant gunfire caused them all to freeze, and I hoped that they did not decide to alter their current course. Everything seemed to downshift to slow motion. One of the group took a single cautious step and then another. At last the group started to creep forward once more.
My lungs felt like they were on fire which is how I came to realize that I’d been holding my breath for an indeterminate length of time. I let it out slowly through my mouth and felt a cool rush as oxygen was sucked back in just as gently.
“Holy Christ!” a man gasped. “Those animals murdered Matt’s kids!” I heard gasps and saw the entire group adjust and come in a rush almost directly at my location.
I held my breath deliberately this time. They stopped and gathered around what had to be the remains of one of the children. Having seen it myself, I knew the horror that was being taken in by these people. I felt a slight pang of self-loathing start to build and just as quickly I stamped it down. I replaced the scene unfolding just a few yards away with the idea of my group clustered around the remains of Thalia…Levent or Rabia for that matter.
They were distracted. This was my chance. Shifting around just a bit, I slung my arm forward and let the grenade go skittering and hopping across the ground. I watched as it pinged off of one person’s boot and came to rest.
“What the—” I think I heard. 
The blast that came just a second later ended that thought. Swinging my rifle around and out in front of me, I watched the dirt cloud for the first signs of movement. A dark shadow materialized and I squeezed the trigger. Something tried to rise, but I adjusted fire and sent another burst for good measure.
I saw a figure dashing off to the left and a few more to the right. They ducked into or behind the nearest tent or tree. It was a useless effort. Three more bursts ended with bodies spinning wildly from the impact of bullets and then falling to the ground.
I scooted backwards and came out from my cover after I was satisfied that there was nothing still moving. Just as I came up to my knees, Darla, Doubting Thomas, and several other members of my team popped up from the fringe of tall grass that covered the slope of the nearby hill that I had sent them to. I could tell that we were short a few from what we started with, but I could hold on to hope that maybe we were just a bit scattered at the moment.
Breaking into a jog, I did my best not to look at the carnage we’d inflicted. How could we cause so much death and destruction in such a short time? And was this result being played out with the same or even more horrible outcomes elsewhere? With the battle seemingly over, my conscience was now at full volume in my head. It was letting me know in no uncertain terms that I’d committed an act of atrocity. What made it worse was the fact that I’d seen those children in the camp before committing to my attack. I could not fall back on ignorance. I was a deplorable monster, no better than some of the scum we’d come across or heard about and done away with in the past year.
“We need to move!” Darla hissed as I rejoined my group.
I looked from one face to the next and saw very visible expressions that mirrored what I was feeling. Well…on everybody’s face except Darla’s. 
“Why?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from the others and focusing on the one person in our group that seemed to be taking everything in stride.
“Two herds are coming,” she said.
Judging by the way she said it, I had to assume that they were either very close, very large, or the lethal combination of both. I turned back the way I’d just come from and scanned the few streets and open fields that I could see. Darla’s hand grabbed my arm, and she led me to the top of the gentle slope that we were standing on. When we got to the top, it was easy to see why she was in such a hurry.
To our left was the south end of the main part of the town. From there, the houses petered out and farmland took over. Coming our way was a herd unlike any that I’d ever seen. It was so massive that, now that I was aware of its presence, I could swear that I felt the ground trembling. Easily a mile wide and just as long, the spectacle was not anything that I could ever describe to somebody and do it proper justice. 
To the right was the campus of Eastern Oregon University. We’d skirted the edge of it as we approached our target. How had we missed the well over a thousand undead that were now pouring from the area of the football stadium and headed our way? With all the activity that had taken place in this town the past several weeks, I had a hard time believing that these zombies had just been lurking around the university.
The sounds of distant gunfire were starting to simmer down. It would seem that our first strike attack had gone off successfully. I was able to spot three more very distinct plumes of smoke rising from the other locations—or at least in the direction I assumed them to be positioned. By my guess, and judging how quickly the actual gunfire had died down, I had to think we’d been victorious. So why wasn’t I feeling good about it?
I would have to mull that over later. Right now, we obviously had a very large problem to contend with. A herd the size of that one to the south could roll over the town of La Grande and leave nothing but total destruction in its wake. The sheer numbers alone were enough to cause catastrophic damage to anything and everything in its path.
Over the past year, buildings had been subjected to weather and aging with absolutely zero upkeep. Some larger structures might be able to withstand this sea of undead flesh, but many would not. The residential neighborhoods would look like a thousand tornadoes had hit all at once.
“Everybody fall back to the parking lot of the armory!” I said.
We took off at a jog. I was running through several plans in my head, but none of them seemed to be an answer. Once we reached the parking lot of the armory, I was still no closer to a solution. I had everybody take up a defensive position to guard our perimeter while I hauled my butt to the roof of the armory’s conference center. 
From there, I was able to get a good look at my surroundings. Also, I had a moment to take a breath and try to come up with something. Based on the size of that herd to the south, if they came for the compound, the fences would not stand a chance; they would fold over in seconds.
An idea began to form. It was sketchy at best, but I saw it as the best shot. Climbing down, I grabbed James and pulled him aside.
“I need a really big explosion,” I whispered. “I also need a fire that will burn for a while, but we need to be able to control it. It would not help us at all if we do this and then burn La Grande to the ground.”
Pulling out the map of the area, James Sagar and I scanned it until James brought his finger to a halt. I looked to where he pointed. It was as good of a place as any…with one problem.
“We have to go right past that freaking herd,” I sighed. 
“If I am going to do something big enough to turn that group around and still have the ability to at least try to keep the burn under control, that would be the best location,” James explained.
It made sense. My only concern now was that we could get there quick enough and that he could get set up in time. 
I turned to the group and explained the plan. “You are all dismissed,” I said after. “You have done what you were assigned and so nobody has to take part in this mission.”
“Screw that,” a voice piped up. Several heads nodded in agreement as Doubting Thomas stepped forward. “We are in this together. The whole point of this was to secure La Grande, right?”
“Yes, but this is—” I began, but the man cut me off.
“Yeah, yeah…we know. This is more than we signed up for. Well I have news for you…I didn’t sign up for any of this crap. I was a freaking night shift manager at the local 76 Station. I was about ten grand behind on my child support and had just gotten my driver’s license suspended,” Doubting Thomas opined. “I wasn’t a hunter or a fisherman. The fact that I am still alive is a damned miracle. In the past year, I have learned that I was way more capable than I ever believed. I have done things that I never imagined…things that I would see in a movie and make fun of because it was so unlikely.
“I just took part in a raid on other human beings. I probably helped kill women and children. And for what? So that the people that I live with can try to carve out a place that is safe? And just when it looks like everything went damn near perfect…minimal losses for us and all that, a pack of zombies that looks like more than the entire city of fucking Portland is coming straight for us.
“If you think you have a plan that will give us even a snowball’s chance in Hell of living to see tomorrow, then by God I will do my part to help.” Doubting Thomas looked around at everybody who all started to nod their heads in some sort of general agreement.
“Okay,” I said with a nod, “it will be good to have you all helping on this. I am sure that it will make things easier.” 
I explained my general idea and then let James tell them what we would need to do. He also put out a list of things that he would require if anybody was able to locate them. Right away, a few people claimed to know where some of the items could be found. 
Everybody took off on his or her own errands. We insisted that people travel in no less than pairs, and then James, Darla and I turned to head for what the map had marked as Spence Reservoir.
“Can I go with you guys?” Doubting Thomas called.
“Sure,” I said with a nod, “but I guess I should ask you your name seeing as how we have not actually been introduced.”
“Thomas Grier,” the man answered.
I did my best to stifle a laugh. I guess I did not do a very good job because the man gave me a funny look.
“You wanna share?’ Thomas asked.
“I will make you a deal,” I answered as we started off at a jog for the reservoir. “When this is all over, you ask me then and I will tell you.”
That seemed to be a good enough answer. The man fell in with us as we made our way east to get around the edge of the big herd. The ones pouring from the university would have to be somebody else’s problem. As it was, I figured they would probably end up being swallowed—figuratively of course—by the big group.
 
***
 
“Push those carts over to that large open area!” James called. 
I had been surprised at how fast my crew had returned with damn near everything on James’ wish list. I had basically stepped aside and now the curly headed man was running the show as he scurried from one item to the other. 
I had been blown away when five of my group arrived pushing a large flatbed pushcart with knobby tires and two big blue barrels strapped on. How they knew just where to go for kerosene I had no idea.
“I thought that fuel was pretty much useless,” I said to James as I helped him muscle the barrels into place amidst a pile of God-knows-what-else that he had amassed.
“Kerosene has a shelf life of about a year, but the folks out here are pretty good at being prepared for the worst. Most of the farmers use chemical treatments that keep their fuel in the best possible condition. The stuff is probably damn near useless as a stable fuel source, but it should work for what I need,” James explained as he made long cuts across several bags of some sort of fertilizer.
In what was probably record time, we had a hodge-podge of crap assembled, and James was ordering us all to take cover behind a large concrete building that had a men’s room at one end and a women’s bathroom at the other.
“The herd is just starting to hit the outskirts!” Thomas called down from the lookout spot he had taken up on a nearby hill where a single cell tower stood out amidst the tall grass, brush, and handful of pine trees.
James nodded and produced a pair of flares. “This is absolutely a cowboy move,” he said with what sure sounded like a great deal of glee.
“Are you sure it is going to work?” I asked nervously.
“Not in the slightest,” he chirped with a shrug as he popped the cap on the two flares. The bright reddish-white glow came with a hiss. James took another look at his handiwork and shook his head. “They would drum me out of EOD School if they saw the slapdash job I did here,” he said with a wistful sigh. 
All eyes were on those two sticks of burning strontium nitrate (according to James, that was what made flares glow their bright red color) as they arced lazily and then landed in the midst of his little science project. There were a few sputters and then smoke.
“Everybody down!” James barked.
There was a few more seconds of nothing more than the hiss of the flares, and then a concussive blast that shook the ground. My ears popped and I had no time to cover my mouth and nose before the rolling cloud of dirt and debris practically choked me to death. 
I finally managed to get a gasp of clean air and made my way to my knees. There was an acrid, foul chemical smell that burned my eyes, nose and throat. A few feet away, James was climbing to his feet. He peeked around the corner of the building and then jumped and started clapping his hands.
“Look at that baby!” he exclaimed.
I peered around the same corner. All I saw was a big cloud of smoke. A few flames licked at some nearby trees and brush, also, a big patch of tall, waist-high grass was burning. I turned back to him and the confusion must have been obvious.
“Other than the grass, which I suggest we start grabbing those buckets and get to dousing, there is almost no fire. The explosion was relatively clean and contained. All the materials will burn out in a little while right there on that big slab of rock.”
I looked back, and James gave me a nudge. “Seriously…get somebody on that grass fire now!”
I barked out instructions and then turned back to the man who was smiling like a proud father witnessing his child pedal away without training wheels for the first time. I looked back to the plume of smoke and then searched for the second most important person in this little operation.
Thomas was still up on that hill atop the defunct cell tower. He had the binoculars to his eyes. Handing my bucket to Darla, I headed up the hill to get a report. I reached the crest and discovered that I did not actually need one. Just as we’d hoped, the massive herd of zombies was starting to wheel around and head our direction.
For this plan to actually work, we now needed one more thing to happen that we had no control over. The gunfire from the other locations had died down. We needed that to continue for this to have the best chance of being successful. From what everybody agreed upon, zombies seemed to react to the most recent stimulus. At the moment, that would be our explosion. By the time they would reach this location, we would have the last smoldering remains thoroughly watered down to prevent any chance of creating a wildfire that might make our securing of La Grande a moot point. 
“Should be almost an hour before they reach us,” Thomas said as he climbed down the tower.
“As long as nothing else pulls them back, we should be golden,” I added. 
“You might want to make a suggestion to the folks in charge about setting up some sort of massive sound-based decoy. It wouldn’t matter what sort of fence we built, nothing short of a fortress wall would keep something the size of that,” he hiked a thumb over his shoulder for emphasis, “from stomping right through town and wiping us out.”
I nodded at Thomas’ observation. However, my mind was taking it several steps further. What about if they came at night? These days, there is a whole new level of darkness that comes after the sun sets. Add in some cloud cover—which is a fairly common occurrence here in the Pacific Northwest—and you can get a degree of darkness that makes it easy to understand where man’s innate fear of the dark came from.
I’d been out in the woods a few times in just those sorts of conditions. If there is no campfire, you can’t even see your hand in front of your face. Spotting zombies from a distance would be unlikely if not impossible.
“Why don’t you tell them?” I asked. Suddenly I was curious about Doubting Thomas. The moment that I’d met him, he seemed to have a chip on his shoulder. Yet, I’d seen him out in the field. He was not afraid to get dirty, followed directions, and had what seemed to be a good head on his shoulders.
“Nobody would listen,” he answered with a shrug and a tone that indicated that the answer was fairly obvious. It wasn’t.
“Why not?” I pressed. “I bet you have a few ideas rattling around already about how to combat this problem.”
Thomas stopped and turned to face me. I had not really taken the time to examine him closely. I took time now. His eyes were almost sad, and there was a hint of scarring from what was probably some pretty wicked acne from his younger days. His teeth had a slight yellow tint, and he looked a bit more wrinkled and worn than your average person; my guess was that it was probably from a combination of smoking and coffee. 
“You ain’t from around here,” Thomas said softly. “Lots of these folks here know me from…before.”
“Yeah…so?”
“I was the guy who woke up Saturday mornings in the drunk tank more often than not…spent more than a few stretches of time in county jail for one thing or the other. It was never anything big until the last time…”
His voice trailed off. I kept my mouth shut and waited. If he had more to say, I’d let him, but I was not going to press. At last, he started talking again.
“I swear to God that I don’t remember nothin’ about what happened that night. I went out with the fellas for a few beers and the next thing that I remember is waking up in jail. This time though, it was different. I wasn’t in the normal holding cell. I was in a real cell. I knew the difference. Like I said, I’d been in and out a few times.
“When one of the deputies stopped at my cell, he was looking at me like I was the lowest form of trash in the world. I asked him what the hell was going on, but he just gave me a dirty look and walked away. That was when I realized that my hands hurt. I looked down at them and they were all scuffed up and there was a nasty gash on one knuckle. I’ve busted a few fellas in the mouth in my day, I knew a tooth divot when I saw one.
“A few hours passed and nobody would even give me the time of day…until my court appointed lawyer showed up. He had a five-page report and a folder full of pictures. According to the paperwork, I’d gone home and messed my wife up pretty bad.” Thomas took a deep breath and I could see the rims of his eyes starting to well up. I sure as heck didn’t want to be standing here while some guy I barely knew started crying. I was about to suggest that we hurry down to the others, but he started talking again.
“I was sitting in county jail and about to go up on felony assault charges when all of this shit happened. I was looking at a five-spot if I got lucky. Then…one day…nobody showed up with the breakfast cart. Or the lunch. Or the dinner. Things started getting a bit cagey and I could hear folks yelling and screaming. When the gunshots began, I was sure that something crazy had happened. You always hear that there is a standing order in jails and prisons if martial law is declared that they can just go in and shoot all the prisoners. I ain’t got no idea if it is true or not, but I was thinking that I was about to find out.
“A whole bunch of folks come in, a few of them wearing uniforms, and start opening the doors of every cell. They get to mine and one of the old timers, Trace Midden, he says to me that it’s the end of the world. He says I got two choices, be a part of trying to save the town, or a quick death. He don’t even let me answer when he adds that I might want the second choice since folks are being eaten alive by friends and loved ones.
“I was confused and scared, but I knew for a fact that I did not want to die in that damned cell. They let me out, and I didn’t hardly wait long enough to say my thanks before I took off to my house. 
“I was less than two steps out the door of the jail when I saw the first one of them groaners…damned if it weren’t that young deputy that had given me the stink eye the day I woke up in jail. He was tearing into somebody, but I couldn’t tell who from all the blood. I didn’t know what I was seeing for a few seconds, I mean, it ain’t like it was normal to come up on some fella eating another person.
“I turned and hauled ass. My home weren’t far. I reached my street after passing more than one terrible scene after another. My brain kept tellin’ me that I weren’t awake…everything had to be a nightmare. Then I was at my house.”
Thomas stopped, and I was really hoping that he was done. By now, all of my group had migrated up and were standing in a loose semi-circle around us. I scanned the faces, not sure what I would see. It was a mixture ranging from knowing and sharing in the man’s pain, curiosity, and a few cases of what I had to guess was actual disinterest. 
Jeez, I thought, how bad of a reputation did this guy have for anybody to regard such obvious pain with complete apathy? My reason for not wanting to hear his story was based on an approaching herd of zombies that might number in the millions. Sure, we had them guesstimated at an hour away, but I was not in the mood to check our ability to calculate the average speed of a zombie.
“My Patty came out of the house as I reached the walkway…” Thomas finally continued. 
Screw it, I thought, we had a few minutes. I was of the belief that he had not ever told this story to anybody out loud. If he was the social pariah that he claimed, I doubted that he’d been given the chance.
“…she still had a dark smear of greenish-yellow around her left eye from where I’d punched her in the face, but her eyes looked funny…them damn black squigglies,” he spat. “There was a bandage around her left arm and blood was already leaking through. She come runnin’ to me, all tears and carryin’ on about our neighbor, Old Man Tibbets. She was sayin’ how he bit her just a few hours ago when she’d gone over to check on him.”
That was where Thomas stopped again. He looked around at us. We could all guess the rest of the story more or less. I saw no reason to have him continue. The tears streaking his face were more than enough.
“We need to get moving,” I said, startling a few of the group with my sudden command. 
I got my bearings and decided that we would be best served to head due east. That would provide us with the most cover. It would also get us out from in front of that mile wide sea of zombies headed our way.
I gave us some time to sort of spread out, nudging Thomas and indicating with my eyes that he should fall back with me a bit. Once I was certain that nobody was in hearing distance, I stopped him with a tug at his sleeve.
“I ain’t gonna lie,” I said quickly, wanting to get this over, “if this was the Old World…I would probably never talk to you again. However, I also think that maybe you are honestly sorry for what you did. I ain’t gonna hold it against you, but if I see you step out of line so much as once, we are through. You got me?”
Thomas nodded and I turned to catch up with Darla and James. I had no explanation for why I felt sorry for the guy. He had a sad story, but so did everybody else. A small voice in my head piped up to remind me of the acts that I’d just committed. Maybe I needed somebody like Thomas to make me feel better about myself.
 
***
 
“I see at least a dozen,” Darla whispered, her voice still sounding meaty from that hole in her cheek. It sort of reminded me what people had sounded like after a dentist appointment when their mouth was still messed up from the numbing shots.
We’d made our way around that massive herd and taken refuge in a large two-story yellow house that sat in a small ridge at the end of a cul-de-sac. From the roof, I had a clear view back the way that we’d come and could see out to the rolling fields that unscrolled their green carpets all the way to the distant foothills of the Blue Mountains.
I could not actually see the reservoir where we had set off that explosion—and by “we” I meant James—but I could see the brush prairie just beyond it to the south. It was black with the milling swarm of undead. For the briefest of seconds, I wondered who I had just put in the path of that creeping throng of death.
My mind snapped back to Darla. The “dozen” that she was referring to were probably stragglers from that massive herd, either that, or they might even belong to that large (but still much smaller) group that we’d seen pouring from the university grounds. Of course they could just be their own little herd seed. Over time they would pick up more of their kind and maybe grow to the size of that awesome crowd that we’d diverted. With all of the sudden noise that had been created by our multiple attacks around La Grande, we could have drawn them out from anywhere.
I looked around my group and saw the fatigue etched on their faces. The fight and everything that followed had taken its toll on all of us. We were spent, and I knew that nobody wanted to be called upon.
“Everybody stay put,” I said as I moved to the edge of the roof. 
Getting down on my stomach, I let my legs slide over and reached with the tip of my boot until I found the rail of the balcony. A moment later I was walking out the front door and angling towards the general direction of where we had seen the zombies.
“Hold up!” I heard a loud whisper-yell from behind me. 
Turning, I saw Darla and Thomas jogging my way. When they caught up, I gave them both a grateful nod and moved to the end of a tall fence that would allow me to peek out at where I would expect to find the small cluster of walking dead. Ducking low and easing my head out to take a look, I was greeted by a low moan from the mouth of a zombie that had been standing as still as a statue on the other side of the fence!
“Fuck!” I yelled as I stumbled back.
A set of withered and dead fingers gripped the edge of the fence and the zombie came around in a twisted parody of peek-a-boo. It took two steps for me and stopped. It was only then that I realized that this particular zombie was a child. 
The child had been no older than twelve. She had worn glasses. The reason that I knew such a trivial fact was from the jagged piece of lens that still jutted from the empty and withered left eye socket. It had been deeply embedded and was so covered in rot and filth that I doubted it would even be possible to remove at this point; not that I had any intentions of doing such a thing.
Thomas stepped forward and raised his machete. Darla grabbed his hand and yanked him back. The zombie turned its head slightly as if to regard the pair. I couldn’t swear that this particular zombie had been with the group of child zombies that I’d seen earlier, but I could not swear she hadn’t either.
Thomas tried to jerk away and the zombie girl turned her head just a bit more to fix him with her single-eyed gaze. She made a hissing sound that made my skin pebble up and every hair stand on end.
“What the f…” Darla started, going silent when the gaze shifted to her.
“…fuck,” I finished.
The girl turned to face me again. Her head tweaked one direction and then the other, reminding me of a bird. To say that I was creeped out would be the understatement of a lifetime. A rustling came from the other side of the fence and another zombie stepped into view. 
“No…” I breathed. “That can’t be possible.”
Another little girl emerged to take her place beside the first one. Her black hair was matted and falling out in a few patches. The skin was almost entirely gray and almost appeared to be a bit waterlogged.
Darla’s hand twitched, and I could tell that she was really struggling with the urge to draw her weapon. I shot her a hard look and shook my head. Another…and then another child stepped into view. I recognized the one girl from before and was now certain that this was the same group we’d encountered earlier. Still…that did not explain—
“Emily,” I breathed.
The face was almost unrecognizable…almost. But I was more or less certain of the identity of this particular zombie. My mind raced with so many thoughts. How was this possible? Of all the zombies, of all the possible places that I could have ended up at this particular moment.
“Do you know this zombie?” Darla said with as much incredulity in her voice as I felt in the pit of my stomach.
“I did. She was part of our group when we still lived up in the cabin.”
Emily-zombie tilted her head to one side and then the other. For just a moment, I could swear that something flashed in her eyes that could have been recognition. Then, she made a mewling noise and turned. The others that had joined her turned and followed.
I was still sitting on the ground in utter disbelief when I heard a clanging noise that sounded like a rock on a piece of sheet metal. I got to my feet and scurried back to the edge of the fence and risked another peek.
“No freaking way,” I gasped.
At the end of the block, I watched as Emily raised the brick in her hand and brought it down hard on a stop sign that had been bent down to about a foot off the ground. At least two dozen zombie children had fallen in with her. But that was not what had my attention.
They poured out from just to my left. The dozen or so zombies that I’d spied were only the leading edge! I watched as a steady stream of undead continued to flow past less than two blocks away. It looked like I just found the herd from the university. Yes, they were much smaller than that other group, but they still had numbers that made it next to impossible for me and my group to contend with.
I watched in disbelief as Emily-zombie and her small group moved off almost directly east. They must have been moving exactly parallel to us for who knows how long.
“Wait,” Darla whispered, “is that group of zombie children leading that other group away from us?”
As unlikely and improbable as it seemed, that was exactly what was happening. We remained still, fearing that even breathing too loud might bring a curious zombie our way to investigate; and where one came, you could count on many more following.
We must have stayed put watching that hellish parade for almost an hour before the final stragglers limped past and eventually disappeared from sight. I stood up and turned to Thomas and Darla. They both had questioning looks, but I had no answers. I know what I’d seen. Of course I would share it with Dr. Zahn, but something made me feel deep in my gut that I would never see Emily again.
 
***
 
The compound came into view. It seemed awfully quiet for a place that had just, for all intents and purposes, conquered a city. La Grande was now wiped clean of all the little factions that had held out. So why did I feel like garbage? 
My crew had done what we set out to do. We had mopped up our target, leaving nobody alive in our wake. The business of securing the entirety of this town could now begin.
I had to wonder, is this what our forefathers felt when they swept the Native Americans aside? Sure, Graham and his council were using the idea that this place was being re-settled by the citizens of La Grande. But I was from Portland; would I be a lesser citizen once the dust settled? We now had far more than we knew what to do with when it came to territory. I had no idea how they intended to keep it secure. I also did not know how they would police it to make sure that no new roving bands moved in. Would we have to make another sweep in a few weeks…months?
I pulled up a few hundred yards away from the barricades and towers that marked the current border of the Island City settlement. My team pulled up with me and gathered around. I was not much on speeches, but I had a few things that I felt I needed to say. After all, these people had followed me on this mission. They might not ever tell anybody what they saw or what we did, but they would know in their hearts and carry the scars on their souls for the rest of their lives. We would share this forever no matter what happened once we walked through those gates.
“I want to thank each of you,” I started. “And I hope that none of us will ever again have to face the choices we faced today. I have no clue what Graham and the others will say or do when we arrive. They may ask each of us to never speak of what happened out there. Hell…they may not care, but judging by what I’ve seen in just the short amount of time that I have been here, it just feels like too many of the old ways still exist. Secret missions, killing folks because they don’t fall in line with some master plan.
“But we will always know…and maybe some of us are okay with things.” I looked up, realizing that my head had slowly dropped while I spoke. I needed to look them in the eyes when I said this next part. “We killed innocent people…children.” That word soured on my tongue and threatened to make me physically ill. “We can convince ourselves that it was us or them. We can try to justify it by saying that if we had not struck, then it would be our loved ones, the children of Island City that perished. Maybe that is true…or maybe that is what we will force ourselves to believe so that we can sleep at night.
“Personally, I believe that there had to be another way. I’m not saying that we should have just rolled over and let somebody else come storming into our homes, but right now, the other side of the town of La Grande might as well be another country. How long will it take for us to actually secure it? Are we going to build a fence around the entire city? Is that even possible? Sure, there are a few hundred people here…maybe even a thousand. And with all the possibilities of bringing on wind turbines and having some sort of power restored, this place will become a Mecca for other survivors. 
“Somebody is going to have to decide who you let in and who you exclude…and you know that is going to happen. Is this how you want to start over? When will the gates close to outsiders? Is this why we went out today and killed total strangers?” I paused, not sure where I was going with this or what I was trying to say. Finally, I shrugged and gave a motion for us to move forward and approach the main gate.
“Whatever you decide…” I heard a voice beside me and turned to see Thomas. “I just want you to know that I will have your back. You are the first person who hasn’t looked at me like I was garbage.”
I nodded and came to a stop when the person on watch in the tower called down for us to do so. We identified ourselves and were admitted. Our entire team was escorted to the medical center and given a checkup to ensure there were no bites or scratches. I didn’t pay attention much, and more than once the person checking me had to repeat themselves.
At last it was done, and we were issued clean clothes after being assured that all of our field gear would be cleaned and returned to us at our residences. It was as if a part of me had disconnected. Somehow, I found myself standing alone in the parking lot of the Walmart. I looked around, noticing the black stain on the asphalt, but the entry doors had been replaced.
Standing in the middle of the big, black smear of charred pavement, an idea began to form in my head. The harder I tried to force it away, the firmer it seemed to become.
I started walking back to the house. I passed people on the street and in their yards, but I took no notice. Each step closer to home was one step closer to having to make a choice. The thing was, each step closer only helped to firm my resolve to the point that, before I’d even gone halfway home, there was no choice. My mind was made up. It was not going to be easy, but I felt in my heart that it was the right thing for me.
The last half of my walk home was spent trying to figure out how I would break the news. I was certain that it would meet with resistance, but I would not be pushed to change my mind. I practiced my opening statement at least fifty times by the time the house came into view.
“Billy!” Katrina burst from the house. 
 I watched everybody else filing out behind her to gather on the porch. For some reason, Gable Matczak and Sylvia Peretti were there. Also, some man that I’d never seen before was standing in the midst of everybody. I could tell that he was military right away. I mean, a lot of people can slap on the fatigues, but a real soldier or Marine has that certain quality. 
The looks plastered on everybody’s faces told me that something was up. Of course, I thought. Why would this be easy? Well, it didn’t matter. My mind was made up and it was final. I would let them blabber on about whatever new drama had unfolded, because, after all, that was the norm. Every day was some new form of drama to get folks all worked up. I was going through the list in my head of what it might be when Katrina reached me.
“We know why Jake and the others launched that attack,” Katrina blurted.
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Vignettes LIII
 
Emily-zombie led her group into the mass of large ones that were trudging past. They were all headed in the same direction—towards that newest and most massive sound. It had been just moments ago, and the draw had just been too great to resist at first. As a whole, she and the others had reflexively turned towards that immense sound.
She and the others had walked along with the large ones for a while until the spark renewed its vigor and caused her to stop. Fortunately, they had all clustered close since leaving behind what had basically been their home for so long. It had been an urge within each of them; that desire to stick together coming as a clear signal in each of the zombie children.
It took time and effort to maintain that closeness as Emily-zombie and the other zombie children waded through the large ones that continued on their mindless quest towards a sound they had forgotten almost the instant after it sounded. Some of the large ones actually turned and fell in behind Emily-zombie and her group.
That was of no concern and so it was ignored. Then she saw it, several of those sources of warmth. She watched as a few of them detached from their group and then vanished from sight. Still, it had been clear as to the direction they were headed.
Having to actually resort to physically grabbing hold of some of the other zombie children with her hands, Emily-zombie finally got them all to come to a halt. The last one she had managed to stop right at the edge of a fence. She could actually see flashes of the warmth through the cracks in the fence, and so she knew that they were close.
There was no place to hide except for a nearby shrub that had grown well past the bush stage as it had almost become a small tree. It was into that thick foliage that Emily-zombie retreated.
She heard noises from close by and did her best not to allow that diminished but still present instinct to send her towards that source. She was doing okay until one of those sources came around to her side of the fence.
There was a commotion, and Emily-zombie saw the one zombie child that she had just managed to bring to a halt start to stumble in pursuit of that source. Moving after it, she was able to snag the almost non-existent remains of a pair of pants and stop the child. However, that now put her within an arm’s reach of the very thing that she had sought to avoid.
“What the f…” one of the sources of warmth started making noise, going silent when the zombie child broke free of Emily-zombie’s grasp and turned its attention back towards the two sources of warmth.
“…fuck,” another voice finished.
Emily-zombie turned to face the second sound. Her head tweaked one direction and then the other. A rustling came from nearby, and another zombie stepped past her towards the living, warmth-filled creatures. 
“No…” the larger of the two sources of warmth managed. “That can’t be possible.”
That was said as Emily-zombie moved and emerged to take her place beside the one that had managed to get free from her.
The smaller of the two sources’ hand twitched, sending a spark of the danger warning through Emily-zombie. Another…and then another child stepped into view. 
“Emily,” the larger of the sources made a sound.
There was something about this source that sent images flashing in Emily-zombie’s remnant of a brain. This source was…familiar. It was somehow tied to the little girl…the man…and the others. Emily-zombie tilted her head to one side and then the other as she puzzled with the images flashing from the suddenly very active spark.
Billy. 
The spark sent images that made Emily-zombie pause. She would let this one go…as long as it went away. If it left her and the others be, she would not steal its warmth.
“Do you know this zombie?” the smaller source made noises that brought all of the attention to it. 
“I did. She was part of our group when we still lived up in the cabin.” The larger source made noises again, and drew the attention back to it.
Emily-zombie made a mewling noise and turned. The others of her group turned and followed. She would lead them away. For some reason that was far beyond her ability to fathom, Emily-zombie wanted this group of living beings to escape. As she stumbled back towards where she knew the large ones would be emerging, she scooped up a brick and came to a halt at a large piece of octagon-shaped metal.
As soon as the large ones came into view, she raised the brick in the air and brought it down on the flat piece of metal. The loud noise caused the approaching group to turn in her direction. This would take them past those sources of warmth…
Billy.
…but at a distance that they would not likely spot those sources that she felt suddenly compelled to help.
Billy.
Emily-zombie turned and moved on once the large ones had fallen in and altered their course. Every once in a while, she would smack the brick she held in her hand down on something in order to create more noise and ensure that the large ones continued to follow. Somewhere along the line, the reason faded and the brick dropped from Emily-zombie’s hand.
Leading her group off at an angle away from the large ones, Emily-zombie turned her face towards the orb that was almost gone from the sky. It would be dark soon and they made their way to an open field with grass so tall that the group of zombie children vanished from sight.
 
***
 
Vix sat against the tree, opened the pack beside her and rummaged until she produced one of the few remaining tins of food that they had scavenged at the last house they’d dared to venture inside. Pulling out the multi-purpose Swiss Army knife, she said a silent prayer that the contents not be creamed corn and opened the lid.
“Green beans,” she said with an agreeable sigh. 
Plucking them one at a time, she ate the entire contents of the can slowly, washing it down with lukewarm water from her canteen. Leaving nothing to waste, she sipped at the liquid in the can until it was completely empty.
She glanced skyward and noted the position of the sun. It was still a good ways until dark, perhaps she should scout around for a suitable place to sleep. Being alone, she was certainly not going to chance staying in a position where some zombie could just wander up and take a bite out of her. Also, if there was a settlement of some sort nearby, there might be patrols.
Walking through the trees, she eventually found a spot that looked like it might support her. She could climb up and secure herself in place with a length of rope that would keep her from falling and breaking her neck.
Satisfied, she went back to sit at the base of her tree. The problem now was that she was entirely alone with her thoughts. Had she misjudged? Could it be that she was so conditioned by the gloomy stories she’d read that she held out no hope for humanity. 
The more she sat there, the more she thought that using zombie limbs to make a sign was actually quite ingenious. There was no rule saying that just because somebody did something that either she hadn’t, or wouldn’t think of, that it meant a person or group of people were evil.
It was just that she had been so sure of herself. She had believed that she could passively guide this pair of youngsters to do what she wanted and that they would simply give in when she put her foot down.
“Now you are all by your lonesome,” she sing-songed in a nasally twang that she felt did an absolutely horrible job of impersonating those American country singers. Maybe it was her British dialect; perhaps it did not lend itself to the honky-tonk sound.
She barked out a laugh as she realized how quickly her thoughts had drifted to such trivial things. She glanced at the sky again and was startled to realize that the sun had moved a good ways towards the horizon. Before long, night would fall and she would be alone.
“The Queen’s balls,” Vix swore as she got up and slung her pack over her shoulder.
Maybe Gemma was correct. Just maybe this place was nothing to be afraid of at all. Would it be so terrible if they were able to settle down in a secure place…a fort of all things?
She’d seen some of those massive mobs of the undead and seriously doubted that any regular fence could keep them out if they numbered in the thousands. A fortress was not too far off from her original idea of securing the palace. If it had a proper moat, the zombies would never be a threat again.
Emerging from the trees, Vix had to take a few moments to orient herself. Gemma and Harold had headed towards the A13. Once she spied what had to be the highway, she set out. A few singles and small groups of zombies could be seen scattered in various directions, but none of them seemed to be close enough to notice or pay her any mind.
When she reached the A13, Vix scanned for signs that would lead her to the fort. If the people there had gone so far as to make one, surely there would be others. Keeping the sun on her right, she crossed the several lanes and headed for a large wooden sign that definitely looked to be of primitive construction. Sure enough, there was a sign of identical wording and design as the one that she and the others had spied. Approaching slowly, Vix noticed something else that made her gut churn.
At the base of the sign were two bicycles. One of them, Harold’s, was blood splattered. A small voice wanted to scream “I told you so!” but she was too upset to pay it any mind. Breaking into a jog, Vix ran to the pair of bicycles.
The area showed definite signs of a struggle. There was one particularly large dark stain on the ground that she did not need to touch or see up close to know it for what it was as flies buzzed in and around it. She could smell the lingering coppery scent of blood.
Her head was drawn up to the sign by a snapping sound. Throwing her hands to her mouth, Vix took several steps back and felt the tears fill her eyes at what she saw. Harold’s face peered down at her with dead, black bloodshot eyes. His mouth opened and closed, teeth coming together in a clacking sound on the metal spike that had been driven through the back of his throat when his head had been nailed to the sign.
Vix dropped to her knees and felt the tears pour from her eyes. She wanted to scream. She wanted to rage. She wanted to go back in time and slap Harold and Gemma for being so stupid. Gemma had said that she read too many books and that was why she had such a bleak outlook on people. No, she remembered what society had been like before the zombies.
Before the zombies came, she had watched the news every night and been shocked, often to the point of disgust, at the ability of people to be so inhumane to one another. She had seen all the stories—murder, rape, assaults—and those stories only took on an even darker cast when committed against children or the elderly. 
When all of this had begun, she knew that the first to die would be those who sought to help. It would be the police, the medics, and then good citizens who would try to help those in need. So what did that leave?
And while she was certain that not every good and decent person had been killed, she knew that the numbers were heavily loaded in the wrong direction. The world was being left to people who could do things like what had apparently been done to Harold. And only heaven knew what had become of poor Gemma…a young, sweet girl who was still so naïve when it came to the ways of the world; a girl who was just now coming into her own.
The desire to reach out and help was swelling in Vix, but it was shattered by the hammer of reality. She was one middle-aged woman. Alone. She was no action hero like the type in some of her stories. She was a nurse from a small community in the UK that many folks had probably never heard of before. She had been just a normal person in real life, and that was all that she was now. If she made any attempt to try and rescue Gemma, she would end up suffering with the girl…or worse. And yes, she thought bitterly, there was worse.
She had no choice but to sneak away. It might haunt her for however much of her life that she still had left, but it was the only real choice that she had available. 
Looking off in the direction that she believed the fort to be, Vix wiped the tears that had begun to spill from her eyes as the futility of her situation sunk in deep and spread its roots. Perhaps it would have been better to die early on and avoid all of this insanity. And when it came down to it, that was exactly what this all was in the end: Insanity.
What was she fighting so hard for? And now that she was alone, what chance did she have to survive more than a few days…weeks at most? The one thing that the zombie apocalypse had taught her was that it was a terrible thing to be truly alone.
She had thought back to when this had all been words on a page. She remembered thinking that it would be so grand if the world was gone and she could have some peace and quiet without all of the day-to-day stupidity. She had been wrong.
“I’m am sorry, Gemma,” Vix whispered as she turned to walk away. She paused at the base of the sick and twisted sign and looked up at Harold’s dead face. “I am so sorry, Harold.”
Vix vanished into the tall grass, her soft weeping carried away on the breeze.
 
***
 
He had no time to slow up. He had already committed to running down the stairs. And even if he had wanted to stop, Tigah had bounded past and hit the sand with the joyful exuberance that only a dog can muster. 
Juan looked both directions and sighed with relief to find the entire strip of sand totally empty of any signs of people. Tigah woofed happily and Juan was struck by just how wonderful it must be to not have a care in the world.
He took three steps onto the sand when a voice called out that made him whip around with the rifle. “Juan! What the hell is going on? It sounds like a freaking war zone!”
Shielding his eyes did little to improve his vision. All Juan saw was a black shape in the tower about twenty yards up the beach. He told himself that it would not have mattered if he had been able to make out a face. He would have drawn a blank with the name.
“It’s a damn slaughter,” Juan hollered back. “And we’re on the losing end. Get out of here any way that you can!”
Juan didn’t wait for any further questions. He made a run for one of the dozen or so boats still tied up to the long dock. He found one that looked big enough for him and Tigah, unclipped the lanyard and unwound the line that had been tied off to an algae-slicked pier stanchion.
“Let’s go, fella,” Juan called. 
The huge black dog bounded and hopped, clearly having the time of his life. Reaching the water, Tigah did what any Newfoundland would do, he plunged in and sent a wave at Juan that had him soaked from head to toe before he could think to protect himself.
Sputtering and coughing, Juan wiped his eyes to find the dog looking at him with tongue lolling and what sure as hell looked to him like a smile. Juan smacked the side of the boat and called for the dog. It took two tries and almost capsized the boat, but at last the two were in. Juan used one of the oars that had been lying at the bottom of the craft and shoved away from the dock. Paddling as hard as he could to get some distance from the shore, Juan ignored the multiple shouts directed at him. His responsibility to the people of that island was done. The only person that he felt any sort of responsibility or allegiance to was Mackenzie.
He knew where she would be provided that she had done exactly as they had planned. As he paddled, all he could do was trust that she would be there.
The sounds of gunfire caused him to look back. Several figures were out on the beach now. He could not tell who was on what side, but it did not take long for an obvious victor to emerge. And when the ones that were left began lobbing explosives into the towers, he had no doubts any longer. The island had fallen.
He had no idea who these people were, and he would probably never know why they had done what they had done. A part of him screamed that this was karma for all the crap that he had done in his life. Who had he thought he was trying to live happily ever after? What had he ever done to deserve such a safe and secure place to call home while so many others out there suffered and struggled?
Juan rowed hard to get as far away from the beach of Sauvie Island as possible and to the other side of the Columbia River. That would put him in Washington State; that had been the fallback point he and Mackenzie settled on. There was a massive park or wildlife preserve according to the wooden signs that he had seen the one time he had actually gone over and checked the place out.
Tigah began woofing and Juan looked around to see what had the dog so excited. Apparently he had been paddling hard, or maybe he had been daydreaming, because the shore was only about ten or twenty yards away. His heart leapt when he was able to make out two boats beached on the shore. The occupants had taken the time to drag them onto the beach and at least partway into the tall grass. The bodies of three downed zombies told him why they had only partially hidden the boats. 
The moment that his boat ground into the sandy shore, Juan jumped out. Tigah followed, running around until something made the normally hyper dog come to a halt and lower his front end. A low growl escaped the animal’s muzzle and Juan was momentarily shocked. He could not ever recall hearing the dog growl; not even playfully.
“Easy, boy,” Juan breathed. 
He pulled his sword free and started towards the trees and tall grass where he saw obvious signs that somebody had passed. It was not that Juan was any sort of outdoor tracker, but the path was noticeably new and very wide, like they had gone in four or five across.
He had just slipped under the shadows of the trees when he heard a scream. He and Tigah acted almost in unison as the pair took off at a run. 
Juan could feel his pulse in his temples and his heart threatened to burst through his chest. This entire time, he had been able to shove down the possibility that Mackenzie was lost. That scream had taken the thought he had not dared to give any purchase to and slammed it into the front of his mind.
Breaking into the first clearing, Juan saw several zombies lumbering towards an opening on the other side. That made his decision all the easier. Apparently it did the same for Tigah. The big dog leapt forward and barreled over the closest zombie it could find. 
Juan wanted to call the dog off, but his first priority was Mackenzie, He had to trust that the animal knew what it was doing. And so, with sword in one hand—its three-foot blade catching a hint of the sun—and a knife in the other, Juan advanced. He did not go out of his way and kept his attack focused on the zombies that were within easy reach.
On a few occasions, Juan would simply shove the undead aside. His main concern was to reach the source of what were now shrieks of terror mixed with the voices of women shouting and the ever present moans, groans, and cries of the undead.
Juan ducked under one fallen tree and tripped over the body of a little girl and the defunct corpse of a zombie that still had the screwdriver sticking out from its temple. He scrambled up and was knocked over again as Tigah galloped past. The screams were close and they had changed. In the midst of the fear were the distinct sounds of pain that could only be made by a person being torn apart and eaten alive.
Just as Juan regained his feet, he heard the yelp of a dog. Cursing, Juan sprinted the remaining distance to a very small clearing. The scene before him was bedlam.
Some of the children had managed to climb into the lower branches of the nearby trees. Five women, a few looking to be in their early teens, had formed a circle, backs to one another as the undead came at them. Juan figured there to be close to fifty of the monsters, but hanging back and peering out from the bushes and from behind a few of the trees were another dozen of the undead…children!
Tigah was in the midst of the main pack of zombies, his dark fur looked matted and soaked in places. Juan wanted to feel sadness, he could see one flap of fur peeled back and knew that dogs suffered the same fate as humans when bitten by the undead, but his eyes quickly returned to the circle of five. Mackenzie was facing away from him, but he knew her instantly even with protective gear that included a motorcycle helmet with face shield.
Glancing to his left, a pair of the zombie children had emerged slightly from their cover to regard his arrival. Juan actually took a step back as he felt like he was being studied by these nightmarish horrors. To him, zombie children were perhaps the most frightening thing in the world…with the exception of the living kind anyways.
He was a bit surprised as the tiny undead seemed to be more intent on watching him than on attacking. However, the moment he turned to face them and brought his sword to bear, both let out a mewling groan and came with arms extended and mouths open to show blood stained teeth.
“Juan! Behind you!” a voice yelled.
Juan recognized the voice, but he was so taken aback by the seemingly instant transformation of the zombie children from observers to attackers that he could not devote the resources to sort out who it was that had screamed. Then something slammed into his back and sent him sprawling on the ground.
 
***
 
Glenn looked over his shoulder. The herd was still on his tail. He managed to keep them about ten or twenty yards from him at all times. He had started off walking backwards until he bumped into a zombie that had seemed to appear out of nowhere.
That little encounter had come damn close to ending him as he shoved it away and tripped over his own two feet in the process. By the time he had recovered and made it to his feet, the leading edge of the herd was less than a dozen feet away. In fact, a couple in the lead probably saved his ass when they tripped and fell. That caused a bit of a domino effect as several more stumbled over the downed pair.
Scrambling away, Glenn had decided that it was best to take a “sprint and drift” approach. He would jog a short distance and then walk a few steps before stopping to turn and take a look and ensure that the herd remained interested in him.
Besides just getting the zombies away from that entrance to the school, he had another task. He was supposed to actually take them on a big circuit that would eventually lead them right back to where they started. It was all part of Cynthia’s master plan.
The plan was for Cynthia to try and find a way into the school. She was supposed to make sure that the entrance was clear so that he could lead his zombies to it and get them to follow him inside. Once that was done, he was supposed to get out of the school any way and as quickly as possible. On the other side of the athletic fields was a car dealership. That was their rally point. From there, it would be a tough but plausible run north.
On the plus side of things, they would be able to use the now ruined neighborhoods to act as cover. On the bad side, they had no idea what they might run into. If he gave it too much thought, Glenn would start to see the small cracks in Cynthia’s plan as they became huge chasms. Each time the doubts began to arise, he shook them off. He had to trust her. 
As he made a stop at the intersection where he would be making his first turn, he saw a few of the zombies almost appear to put on a little burst of speed as if they thought that he had finally given up. Of course a burst of speed for a zombie amounted to nothing more than a medium-paced walk. Hell, if it was not for the sun, he would not even be breaking a sweat. 
When he resumed walking, Glenn kept his pace just fast enough to keep a regular distance between himself and the zombies. He figured he might lose some along the way, but he wanted as many as possible to stay with him and be there to flood this school-turned-hideout. 
Of course there was still the chance that this place was not the right location. There was the chance that none of the information Cynthia had forced out of their prisoner had been correct. And then there was the whole part of whether or not they could actually find the baby…that woman…and escape with their lives. There were just so many “ifs” in this situation.
Once he was confident that the herd was still willing to follow him, he picked up his pace to the next corner. He was about to make the turn that would start taking him back to the school when he pulled up. He could make out what might be the top of the school from his current location. There was a pillar of smoke just starting to roll skyward. It was thick enough to still withstand the breeze and not dissipate.
There was nothing in the plan that could be the reason for what he was seeing. That could only mean one thing to Glenn: something was wrong! Taking off at a sprint, Glenn no longer cared about the zombies on his heels. The only thing that mattered was Cynthia.
As he ran, he began to curse himself. What had he been thinking? He had just stepped aside and listened quietly as Cynthia planned what had been a fool’s errand from the start. She was going to die. There was no reason he should expect her to be able to slip in like some freaking commando, steal back the baby, assassinate the evil villain, and then emerge to meet him where they would kiss and then head off into the sunset. 
He still had a slight dogleg to round before he would have a better view. His heart was pounding and he felt sick to his stomach. He should have demanded that Cynthia give up on this dangerous undertaking. He was her husband and sworn to protect her. Instead, he had done little more than run away again and leave her to a terrible fate! He could try to make an excuse for when he’d abandoned Mel and Kyle, but this was his wife!
“I’m so sorry, Cynthia!” He ran as fast as he could. “We should have just gotten your strength back and put this place behind us,” he growled as he came around that gradual bend and could now see the school clearly.
Sure enough, there was smoke rising from someplace well back in the actual school complex itself. To make matters worse, he had not managed to clear the entrance of all of the undead. There were still far too many for him to fight through. Their entire plan had hedged on the idea that they be able to open the doors and have the zombies act as a distraction. There was no scenario that he could even begin to imagine where they were able to succeed without that element.
He was less than a half a block away from the T-intersection and the school when a group of men carrying guns, some in uniforms, ran past. He dove into the closest yard and craned his neck to get a look at the wall of undead that were curb-to-curb and coming up the street. He had to make a decision, but before he could, there was an eruption of gunfire. Fortunately, there was plenty of trees and shrubbery shielding him not only from view of the armed group, but from their bullets as well. 
He moved down the side of the house, pausing to take one more look at the zombies. Several had fallen in the hailstorm of bullets, but it hadn’t really made a dent. It was obvious that the detachment of men figured out pretty much the same thing, because they stopped firing and he could hear their shouts growing just a bit distant. 
There was a moment of relative silence that was only interrupted by the sounds of many shuffling feet and the occasional moan. Glenn was confused, but he knew that he could not stay hidden in the side yard of this house. He had to get to the school and try to see what might have befallen his beloved Cynthia.
Reaching the gate that opened into the back yard, Glenn tried to open the latch, but found that it had rusted to the point where the entire latch mechanism was fused. He had no choice but to pull himself up. When he did, he found himself staring down at what had once been a pair of Beagles.
One of the creatures had an ear torn off and most of its tail gone. The other looked to have been ripped open at the belly. Of course both had suffered these fates long ago and now were filthy putrid masses of patchy, mottled skin with bits of fur still clinging in places. The pair were staring up at him, mouths open and dark fluid dripping from black tongues.
“Jesus!” Glenn could not help but yell. Actually, it was more of a shriek, and he would have been embarrassed had there been anybody nearby to hear it.
The moan of a zombie came from behind him. In that instant, he was very quickly reminded that he was not alone. He turned to see a few zombies peeling off from the main group and coming his way through the waist-high brush and weeds.
With little options, Glenn decided on the one he felt gave him the best chance. He vaulted over the fence, leaping and landing as far from the zombified Beagles as possible. Regaining himself, he drew his machete and made quick work of the two dogs just as the first zombie began to paw and slap at the tall wooden gate that would give access to this back yard.
Not bothering to wait and see how long the fence might hold, he took off once more. He would have to climb over a few more fences and cut through a few more yards, but he would be able to remain out of sight from the living and the undead. 
Reaching the last yard, he was a little surprised as he crept into the front yard and realized that it was the very house that he had taken cover in when they had started this fiasco. He could still see his red streamers fluttering. The big difference was that there was a herd of undead passing by on the street.
That…and the sounds of men shouting for somebody to “Halt!”
 
***
 
Ronni looked up to see Brett standing with several others. The double doors to the barn flew open and she could not count all the heads. There looked to be at least twenty more people in there. This was worse than she thought.
“Now hold on!” Dustin snapped, but the crowd in the barn rushed them.
Ronni turned to run, but a hand caught her by the hair and yanked her back. She spun and lashed out with a foot, connecting with the groin of the thirty-something-year-old man that had obviously thought her an easy target. He dropped to the ground in a strained yelp and Ronni took off.
“Get help!” she heard Scott yell.
Yeah, she was going to get help alright; just probably not the kind Scott thought she was getting. As she ran, she noticed people stopping to give her strange looks. It was not until she had passed the fourth or fifth person that she thought to yell, “There is an attack at the big barn!”
She was not about to elaborate. If she yelled attack, then people would probably just assume the worst and grab a weapon. Of course, if they were on Brett’s side, then she was making things worse. She just could not be bothered with that at the moment.
Cutting between two of the new houses being built, Ronni sprinted across what was going to be the corn field. A few individuals were working, but they took off in the other direction as soon as she yelled out her alarm.
As she approached the big Quonset hut, she noticed Tina Curry standing watch. She liked Tina. This would work in her favor since she knew that the woman had a huge crush on Dustin. They had talked about it the last time that she had stayed over at the woman’s house.
Holy cow, she thought, that had been when my dad had been sent on that mission to look into supplies at some truck stop. That had also been when she had volunteered to go help search for that group of missing children.
“What’s got you so worked up, Ronni?” the woman asked in her peculiar accent. Tina was originally from Philadelphia and she sounded funny to Ronni when she spoke. It was like listening to a female version of that Rocky guy from one of her mom’s favorite movies.
“They are attacking over at the big barn!” Ronni panted.
The woman unslung the rifle on her shoulder. “You stay here…ain’t nobody gonna try and do anything here. Plus, this is about as far from the fences as you can get. Any damn zombies that got into this place will have to walk forever to reach you. But just in case…” The woman took off her webbed belt and handed it over to Ronni with the holstered pistol and a pouch holding two spare mags. “You shouldn’t be out and about without a weapon anyways. Place ain’t safe these days.”
With that, Tina took off. Ronni felt a pang of remorse for not telling the woman that it wasn’t zombies. That last comment especially had her thinking that Tina would certainly not be part of that group of crazies. Still, a person had a natural reaction to hurry when they thought that the zombies were coming.
Once the woman had vanished from sight, Ronni turned to the door. She tried to twist the knob and cursed; the stupid thing was locked! If Tina had a key, she had not given it to Ronni.
Removing the black semi-automatic pistol from the holster, Ronni was a little surprised at the weight. It sure seemed heavy. She gave the weapon an inspection; it was loaded. Gripping it with both hands, she raised it to about where she figured the doorknob to be and let her finger curl around the trigger. Squeezing, she felt her arms fly up a bit as if somebody had just smacked the bottoms of her clenched fists.
Taking a moment to inspect, she was disappointed to see that there was a nice hole about two inches to the right of the doorknob. She took a step closer and tried to aim like her dad had taught her with a rifle. She fired a second time and was elated when the doorknob practically fell off.
Ronnie shoved the pistol in the holster and stepped into the long, dark building. She did a mental slap of her forehead.
“Crap,” she breathed, “forgot to bring a light.”
She took a few steps in and felt her entire plan seep from her. There was just no way that she could feel around and find what she was looking for and then hope to get back in time to be of any help.
Ronni spun in frustration and felt her heart leap. Hanging on a hook just inside the door was a lantern. To make it an even better find, there was a lighter sitting on the shelf right beside where the lantern hung. She did not know why somebody had thought to do this, but she wanted to give them a big hug right at that moment.
In a matter of seconds, she had the lantern lit and was moving in among the boxes. She thought back to when Dustin had taken her and her dad on a tour of the place. Whether he had been showing off, or was genuinely just proud, he had made a bid deal of one box in particular.
“M320 Grenade Launcher Module,” she read the lettering stamped on the green metal case. 
Opening the lid she pulled it out. Picking it up, Ronni pulled out several of the strangely shaped rounds and shoved them in every pocket. 
Hurrying outside, she stopped to fumble over the thing. It took her a lot longer than she expected to figure out how to get the damn thing loaded and ready. She hoped that she had done it right. Even more importantly, she really hoped that she would not have to actually fire the weapon. She didn’t want to blow anybody up, and unlike a gun, she knew that she would not be able to direct her fire at one person. The only way that this would work is if there were a group of Brett’s people together without anybody that was not on their side mixed in. Still, it could not be helped. 
Ronni took off at a run. As she drew nearer, she heard a lot of yelling and cursing. The one thing that she was grateful for was that there were no gunshots.
Rounding the corner of the last house that she could use as cover, Ronni saw a scene that made her almost want to be sick. From the big beam that came out from the loft, they had Dustin hanging; only, he wasn’t dead. He was kicking his feet and his hands were trying desperately to get between the rope and his neck. There was a circle of people around him and they were all yelling and screaming.
She didn’t see Scott anywhere, so she had to figure that he was somewhere in the midst of all those people. She also did not see Tina. She pushed aside the guilt that tried to rise up. That was all stuff that she would have to deal with later. Right now, she had to stop this.
She looked down at the weapon and then back at the crowd. An idea came and she ducked back behind the house. The first thing that she would need to do was to ensure that she could reload this thing quickly. She went through the steps to remove the round, and then reload it. That seemed easy enough. She still had no idea if she had done it right. The only way she could be sure was to go ahead with her plan. 
Ronni stepped back around the corner of the house. Her eyes scanned the area for someplace open. She really was hoping that she would not have to actually kill somebody. 
Bringing the stock up to her shoulder, Ronni looked through the funny shaped sight and hoped. She squeezed the trigger and heard a disappointing “thop” sound. She dropped the barrel end of the weapon in frustration just as an explosion came, sending a puff of dirt into the air.
 
***
 
“Listen, I am sorry about the theatrics,” Sergeant Pitts said as he took a seat across the table from Jody. “But the reality is that we have had some pretty bad luck with other survivor groups.”
“And you thought that we might be like them? Jody scoffed. “I got news for ya, we have been on the level with you from the beginning. All of the crap…all of the games? That has been all you, so don’t give me a line about how you had to be sure that you could trust us. You basically blackmailed my people into sending our women to act as breeding stock.”
“You don’t understand!” Pitts smacked his hand on the table. “If humanity is going to have any chance at survival, we have to reproduce. And if we can add some depth to our gene pool, then so much the better. Otherwise, we may not last another decade.”
“And did you ever stop to think that maybe we weren’t supposed to?”
“Don’t get up on some kind of high horse with me, Rafe.” The sergeant sat back in his chair and raised an eyebrow at Jody. He waited patiently for the man to catch his meaning. When it happened, a visual flush of red came to Jody’s face.
“We were doing what we did under orders, the situation was fluid and things went bad fast. We couldn’t start questioning or else we would have fallen like so many of the others that we were in contact with,” Jody said, his voice barely a whisper as if he might be replaying some terrible event in his mind.
“Don’t try to sell me. And that excuse about following orders stopped being valid around the time of Vietnam, you know it and so do I.”
“So…what…you were being some sort of moral compass for the unit when you went AWOL?”
“They were going to send her to some medical facility to use as a lab rat. And I don’t know about you, but I have not seen any sort of miracle cure appear. Hell, I bet those places fell just like anyplace else. This wasn’t some cold or flu bug. This was the stuff that horror movies were made of…the kind of unreal scenario that lots of people talked and joked about, but nobody took seriously.”
“Still, those first weeks…how could we know?”
“We torched an entire town and shot anybody who tried to escape!” Pitts slapped the table again and rose to his feet. “We were murderers…we were the bad guy!”
“Everything okay, Sarge?” a man stuck his head in the room, his rifle in his hands.
“Fine, Stallings…just rehashing some old times…reliving some emotional memories.” Pitts gave a dismissive wave of his hand and took his seat. Stallings disappeared from the doorway, but he eyed Jody first as if to perhaps remind him that he was being watched. “We were supposed to protect…and how did things go in Bald Knob?”
“And I did the best I could to stay as long as I could and help those people,” Jody shot back. “What did you do? Oh…that’s right! You LEFT!” Jody was done trying to keep civil. If Pitts was going to kill him, then so be it, but he was not going to play games with this man anymore.
The sergeant stared at Jody from across the table. For several long moments, the two men said nothing. Then, Pitts nodded and got up. He turned away from Jody and looked out the window. 
“Listen, Rafe,” Pitts sighed, suddenly sounding tired, “if we are going to coexist, then I have to know that I can count on you and your people.”
“That street runs both directions, Sarge,” Jody said, putting a distasteful spin on the man’s title. “You talk a good game, but the way I see it, you are pushing us around, holding the threat of being wiped out over our heads. How do you think we feel? And this latest stunt…it was childish and could have gotten one or all of my team killed.”
“How do you figure? My men were under strict orders and they follow them.”
“Maybe you haven’t been paying attention, but there are zombies out there. They don’t follow anybody’s orders. They just sorta do what they want.”
Pitts sat back in his chair. He regarded Jody for a moment and then leaned forward. “Perhaps you are right. What you need is a show of faith on my part. Despite what you believe or what you think of me as a person, I do actually want our two communities to live in peace…grow…heck, even prosper if that is possible.”
“You got a messed up way of showing it.”
Pitts nodded and then laid out a few things for Jody to take back to his people. When it was all said and done, Jody was almost to the point of allowing himself to feel optimistic. If the sergeant really meant what he said, then there was a chance that things might improve. He knew that it would be impossible to please everybody, but this was a good start to bring in the most people…on both sides.
He exited the house where they had been meeting for the better part of two hours and took a look around. He hadn’t paid much attention when they first arrived. His mind had been focused on Pitts and the situation he and the others back in Hope were facing. Now, he was able to really take in this settlement.
It was small town America. Visually, you would be hard pressed to know the world had ended. There were shops open and folks drifting in and out of them. The only real giveaways were the obvious lack of women and children and the fact that everybody he saw was carrying at least one weapon.
“Maybe we can make this work,” Jody said to himself as he waved for Danny who was sitting on a bench in the park across the street.
“So are we going to be executed?” Danny chuckled as he walked up to Jody, making a point of flipping the bird as he crossed the street to the guard who was standing on the second floor balcony.
“Nope,” Jody answered as he started up the street to the hotel that the rest of his people had been sent to while he met with Pitts. “Actually, it looks like things are going to be okay. We are heading back to Hope where we will fill everybody in and see what folks think.”
“Think about what?” Danny asked suspiciously. “Don’t tell me that Pitts got you to drink the Kool-Aid.”
“Nothing like that,” Jody said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I will fill you in when we are all together, I don’t want to have to repeat myself a dozen times.”
The two men reached the hotel and stopped at the door where George and the others were being held. There was a single man posted outside the door with an M4. Jody handed the man a slip of paper. The guy read it, nodded, slung his weapon over his shoulder, and walked to the door that led to what had been the office and disappeared inside.
“You got it like that now?” Danny joked, but Jody ignored the jibe and entered the room.
“We free to go?” Jess Gandley asked, her irritation clear.
“Yep,” Jody said with a nod.
With that, the woman suddenly became visibly disheartened. A tear welled in her left eye and spilled over down her cheek.
“But first, Sergeant Pitts thought that you might want to check in on your daughter. Also, apparently a couple of you have friends here?” Jody looked around the room. He shouldn’t have been surprised that all but Danny and George had somebody here that they were close to—of course Danny had Kat as well, but he hadn’t so much as mentioned the girl during their trip over, so he was not sure.
“We can see them?” One of the men stepped forward. “I’ve lived next door to the Jones family all my life, and when Helen lost her husband to cancer, she just sort of became one of the family.”
Jody felt that sickness in his gut start to return. It was bad enough that he’d allowed this to happen, but he had managed to avoid the personal stories. That had made it at least close to tolerable. All he had to worry about had been Kat.
“Yep, we can see them now before we head back to Hope,” Jody confirmed.
Everybody filed out of the room except for George and Danny. Both men looked like they had something on their minds.
“Yes?” Jody looked first at one man and then the other. Neither would hold his gaze.
“You mind if I tag along to check on Kat?” Danny finally asked.
Jody rolled his eyes. “Really? You think you need to ask about something like that? Man, you are such an idiot.” He turned to George. “And you? What’s your problem?”
“I was wondering if I could stick around here for a bit? You see…Margarita…umm…” the big man mumbled in a voice that was barely audible.
“Fucking hilarious!” Danny crowed as he left the room.
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The Geek’s Last Leg
 
“Bill, Jane, Jose and Manuel,” Kevin whispered, “you go left through those trees and come up at the edge of the field this place borders. Try to see what we are dealing with and do what you think needs to be done based on what you see. Barney, Heather, Aleah and Jill come with me. The rest of you move down by the brush alongside the stream. You should have a perfect view of this clearing in case anybody gets through.”
“What about Cherish?” Shauna asked.
“Leave her…she can act as bait or a distraction.” Kevin turned to lead his group into the darkness. Behind him he heard somebody—he thought it might be David—whisper, “That’s some cold-blooded shit, man.”
He didn’t have time, nor did he care to debate his decision. He moved through the thick foliage and emerged just below where the interstate ran past. He was thankful that there was a bright and silvery moon tonight. It cast a bluish glow over everything and allowed him just enough vision to make out the four or five figures creeping across the highway and almost directly toward his camp.
He waited a few heartbeats until he was certain that this represented all of these potential “bad guys” that Cherish had encountered. He was only a little mad that she’d brought them straight to their camp. However, it looked like he had the advantage in numbers and surprise. Kevin signaled his group by pointing to his eyes and then the direction of the creeping shadows. He held up four fingers and then five to indicate how many he saw. Then he gave the signal for everybody to stay put.
He returned his attention to the approaching forms. By the way it looked, they would be coming within a few feet of where he and the others waited. Drawing his pistol, Kevin curled one finger around the trigger and continued to wait. Even with the element of surprise, he did not care to engage with blades against living humans; it was simply too risky.
When the figures were in the middle of the two lanes that were on their side of the highway, he held up one hand and counted down with his fingers.
Five.
Four…he took aim on the person bringing up the rear.
Three.
Two.
One.
Kevin fired. A split second later, shots came fast and furious. Bodies spun and staggered. One fell, then another. A couple tried to turn and run, but another volley of shots came from Bill’s group. Just that quick…it was over.
Kevin and the others converged on the downed bodies. One was still crawling on his belly, but Jose moved in and finished him off with a swing of his machete. After spiking each corpse in the head just in case, and then searching them for anything useful, they returned to camp.
“It’s us…all clear,” Kevin called. 
They stepped into the clearing and waited for those who had stayed behind to accept that it was really okay. Everybody came together in a cluster around Cherish. 
Dr. Miriam Reno bent down and checked. “She’s still alive.”
“So what do we do now?” Jane asked.
“Nothing has changed,” Kevin stated matter-of-factly.
“What about Cherish?” Selma asked.
“What about her?” Bill spat. “She left…made her own choice. Then, when things got bad, she brought it back here to us. She ain’t our problem.”
“That seems a bit harsh,” Barney said.
Kevin looked around at all the faces. The dim glow from the fire made them all seem a bit sinister. He could tell that this was a potential group divider and needed to solve it before things escalated.
“Since we are a group, I say we put it to a secret vote. Everybody has to agree ahead of time to accept the outcome. Can we all be okay with that?” Kevin let his eyes drift to the faces of every member of the group. One by one he received a nod of confirmation.
With that, he searched around the camp for a few minutes. Eventually he found what he needed. Holding out his hand, he presented sixteen pebbles.
“Everybody take one.” Once they had, he continued, holding up a small pouch. “If you think we should take Cherish back and find a place for her to recover until she can either travel with us or once again go off on her own, then place your pebble in the pouch. Once you have voted, walk down by the river, count to ten and return.”
“Okay…” David looked around the group and then back up at Kevin. “I get the pebble in the pouch, but why the going to the river part?”
“If you keep your pebble, and thus vote for Cherish to be left behind, you will be able to toss your pebble without anybody knowing. That will prevent anybody from having their vote revealed unless they do so of their own free will,” Kevin explained.
“Where do you come up with this stuff?” Heather snorted.
After Jane had translated everything to Jose and Manuel, everybody was ready. Kevin had the entire group sit on the far side of Cherish with their backs to her prone form. He hung the pouch from an overhanging branch.
“I will go first,” Kevin said. “And I will say to you all that I am voting to leave her behind. After I vote, I will remain by the pouch to ensure that everybody simply drops his or her stone in and then proceeds to the stream. I don’t want anybody handling the pouch to try and see who votes how. After each person votes and departs, I will call you one at a time until everybody has voted.”
“But if you are by the pouch, you might know who votes which way,” Barney protested.
“I won’t be doing anything except standing close enough to make sure nobody touches the pouch. You can palm your pebble when I call your name…or pretend to do so, but let’s get this over with.”
Kevin called each person one at a time. When it was done, he grabbed the pouch and called everybody over. 
“We all agreed to abide by this vote. So whatever happens, I hope that everybody will keep to their word.” Kevin looked around at the grim faces and opened the pouch. 
He spilled the content into his hand, holding it out for everybody to see. Counting it out was not really necessary; the results were obvious. All but two people had voted to leave Cherish Brandini behind.
“We move out first thing in the morning. I will bring Bill, Catie, David, Adam and Jill with me to go check on that outpost for supplies. Everybody else will take up positions at one of the nearby hotels and keep an eye out. If we are lucky, those creeps were just a small gang of idiots and not some part of a larger group,” Kevin said.
With the watches set, everybody went to sleep. It did not go unnoticed that Barney and Shauna slept on either side of Cherish. Kevin really hoped that this would not be too divisive of an issue for the group.
 
***
 
“Two more!” Jill hissed as she rolled under the outstretched arms of a zombie that had stepped from behind a transport vehicle and almost managed to grab her. Coming up to her knees, she drove her blade up through the underside of the chin with one swift stroke. Jill pulled it free just in time to use her backswing to cut the legs out from a tiny woman in a bikini that was welded to her skin by the accumulated gore and filth. That particular zombie looked like she might have come close to starving long before being turned. 
Probably not enough meat on her to keep a zombie interested for long, she mused as she popped up and stepped over to drive the tip of her blade down into the zombie’s head.
Kevin moved past Jill and took the top of the head off of the next zombie, this one wearing the remnants of his tattered soldier’s fatigues. He stepped over the downed figure and into the big green military tent. He was right, there was more here than they could hope to take with them.
They had been inside the actual fence line for less than twenty minutes and already discovered two transport trucks with cases stacked front to back and top to bottom with boxes of MREs. They had discovered enough firepower and ammunition to supply a small army. 
Kevin marveled over what had been left here for so long. He would not look a gift horse in the mouth, but he still could not help but be amazed at what was just left sitting around. Maybe there had been more of a zombie presence prior to winter making it too difficult to venture where he and his group now stood. Whatever the case, he was thankful.
“This is like the zombie apocalypse version of winning the lottery,” Catie said as she strode past Kevin and flipped open a few of the nearby crates to reveal the weapons packed within. “Most of this stuff has never even been used. I have no idea why they would bring in all of this firepower. There were rumors that the Army was going to start conscripting the civilian population. But our unit never heard anything past the fact that it was being considered. I imagine things got bogged down with the paper pushers. So while they debated the liability of arming the public, the zombies won the war.”
“We were ripe for the picking,” Kevin sighed. “Society had spun so far out of control…people worrying about the most pointless crap while all the big problems just stared them in the face.”
“David and Adam have most of the zombies following them out to the track. We should be able to…” Bill’s voice trailed off as he watched Catie pull an M4 out of a metal box. “Wow…nice weapon.” The big man walked over and accepted the proffered assault rifle with a huge smile.
“We don’t want to waste time,” Kevin said, giving the man a nudge.
It took all day and a few close calls, but eventually they had all they could manage to carry. The rest of the group had taken up residence in a roadside motel. Kevin was not surprised to discover that Barney and Shauna had spent the day hauling every piece of furniture out onto the second floor landing to act as a makeshift barrier.
The entire group was in a set of adjoining rooms eating dinner when Cherish awoke. Her soft moan made everybody jump up, half of them going for their weapons.
“Where am I?” the woman managed through her split lips. She suddenly sat bolt upright, her eyes wide with fear until she could focus and realize who it was that stood gathered around.
“They’re gone…we took care of them,” Barney said in a low, soothing voice as he sat beside the woman and took her hand.
Tears filled Cherish’s eyes and she looked at the faces staring down at her. She reached Bill and stopped.
“I’m so sorry,” the woman said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I had no right…”
Bill moved in and swept Barney aside with one huge arm as he took a seat beside the woman. Leaning in, he gave her a hug and whispered something in her ear. Her soft cry turned to a wracking sob and she collapsed into the big man’s arms. He held her close, stroking her hair and repeating that it would be okay over and over until the woman finally stopped crying.
After a few minutes, she pushed away from Bill and looked up at the group. “I don’t have a good excuse…what I did was wrong, and if you all don’t want me, I understand. But I would like you all to know that I really am sorry. I hope that you can find it in yourselves to forgive me.”
There was a moment of silence, and then, one by one the group moved in and everybody wrapped their arms around Cherish in a massive group hug. Kevin took a deep breath and dared to allow himself to hope that things might actually go okay for his band of fellow travelers. They were better equipped than at almost any time since this whole nightmare had begun. They had their objective within range, and there was a nice unity building. 
This is usually where it all goes wrong, a voice called from the depths of his mind. It sounded strangely like Cary.
 
***
 
“What the hell happened?” David said in awe as the group stood on the ridge and looked down to where the city of Des Moines should be.
Kevin had his atlas out and was skimming it. His finger came to a stop: Saylorville Dam.
“There is a dam north of Des Moines,” he said. “It must have collapsed.”
“Wow…that had to have been a nightmare for anybody still in the area,” Adam muttered.
“Yeah, well I doubt it just collapsed on its own.” Kevin turned and climbed back on his bicycle. “Dams don’t just give out. No telling if it was an act of sabotage or desperation, but we need to swing north and go around.”
“Good thing we are well supplied,” Heather chirped. “I can’t remember being so full in a long while.”
“I say we turn north here and follow Interstate 35. If we take it all the way up to Highway 20, we can head west and follow it all the way in to Sioux City where it meets Interstate 29 and that brings us to our general destination of Sioux Falls, South Dakota.”
“Home,” Catie whispered under her breath.
The group mounted up on their bicycles and resumed the journey. It was uneventful for so long that some of them seemed to forget what had happened in the past year. Zombies were seen in small groups or singles, but the threat just did not seem too menacing anymore. And then they reached the outskirts of what had once been the tiny farm town of Holstein, Iowa.
The first indication that there might be trouble came on the outer-most fringes of town. The highway was blocked by several large semis as well as a wooden barricade wrapped in barbed wire. Hanging from a large gallows were three bodies. 
Kevin signaled for everybody to pull up. He climbed off his bike and walked up to investigate. Two men and one woman were hanging. None had turned, so these people had been straight up executed.
“That’s far enough, fella!” a voice called from beyond the barricade.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Kevin replied, putting his hands in the air and taking a step back.
“Nobody ever does at the start,” came the retort.
“Look, we are just headed west, trying to make it to South Dakota.” Kevin saw no reason to be deceptive. From the looks of things, the people of this little town had done well. He could see a barricade that ran off into the distance. Nothing fancy, but there was probably more that he could not see.
“Why?” came the response after a few seconds of silence. “What the hell you think you gonna find in South Dakota?”
“Empty space.” Kevin glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the group. He could see the tension and noted more than one rifle had come down to the ready. “We seriously mean no harm, and we can turn back…find a different way around.”
A moment passed with no response. Kevin could feel a bead of sweat rolling down the back of his neck. He really wanted to move, but he had no idea how many weapons and of what sort might be trained on him.
“We can let y’all pass,” another voice finally spoke. “But we just want you to know that you will have guns aimed at you the entire way. Anybody tries anything…and we just kill the whole lot of ya and then come in and take them fancy weapons you all are sporting.”
“No problem,” Kevin replied.
He had just turned when the second voice called out again. “You mind answering a question before ya go?”
Kevin tensed. He had figured it was too damn easy. Things just did not work out smooth and without complications.
“Sure.” Kevin stopped and turned to face back towards the barricade. He was mildly surprised when a man dressed in what looked to be a sheriff’s uniform stepped out from behind a section of metal that looked like it had been cut from the trailer of a big rig.
“You all seem pretty heavily armed, and seeing as how I did a stint in the United States Army, a lot of that gear you are wearing and carrying is definitely government issue. Care to tell me where you came by it? I could have dismissed a few of you as having been in a unit, but I see a couple of youngsters with you…” The man paused and smiled big. “They’s the reason we didn’t just shoot you outright so ya know.”
“Well, first off, I’d like to thank you for the whole not shooting us part,” Kevin began. As he spoke, a few dozen more people seemed to melt out of the shadows cast by the large barricade. He saw some shotguns, a few rifles, a lot of belt knives and even a few homemade items that looked like farm equipment from Hell. “And to answer your question, there was what looked like a FEMA center or military rescue post back just east of Des Moines. Looks like they got overwhelmed before many could bug out. There are still zombies inside the fences, but there is a whole lot of stuff still there. We only scratched the surface.”
“You talkin’ about Altoona?” another man spoke up as he stepped up beside the guy that Kevin assumed to have been a sheriff. 
“Yeah,” Kevin answered. He felt the tension draining from him. Could this really happen? Could they be getting past here with nothing more than a few exchanges of harmless banter?
“Heard a lot of bad rumors about that place. Supposedly a lot of real bad guys wandering the area,” the man spoke with a hurried voice.
“Okay, Jimbo,” the sheriff gave the man a pat on the arm and took a few more steps toward Kevin and his group. “Can’t take any of what old Jimbo says too seriously. He takes every rumor from anybody that passes through and treats it like it were gospel from Jesus himself.”
Kevin’s eyes scanned as much as he could see without trying to make it look like he was searching for anything. He really wanted to believe that they were going to be allowed to pass through unharmed, but now this sheriff seemed awfully talkative.
“So can we pass, or would you rather we go wide and find our way back to the highway?” Kevin asked, trying not to sound like he was concerned.
“I don’t see any reason you can’t just pass through. Even welcome to stop in for a bit if ya like. We don’t often see folks that we are not compelled to shoot.”
“And why are we any different?” Kevin flicked his eyes to the bodies swinging at the ends of the nooses. “What makes you think we are any different than them?”
“The children for one thing,” the man said. He had stopped suddenly and now looked like he might be regretting his choice to come so far out into the open. “Been my experience that groups with children are usually okay.”
“You might want to rethink that notion,” Aleah spoke up. She stepped forward, Rose at her side, and quickly recounted the incident they had experienced while they’d been out searching for supplies. Rose tossed in some of her own commentary along the way and then told what she’d seen happen with Sean and Deanna.
“Well, it seems that I stand corrected,” the man finally said with a shake of his head. “If you prefer, we can go back to thinking you are a possible threat—”
“No!” several people, Kevin included, shouted at once.
The man laughed and then gave the signal for his people to stand down and let Kevin’s group pass. There were a few waves and handshakes, and then everybody was biking west once more. That evening as they found an empty farmhouse to camp for the night, Kevin realized that nobody had even introduced themselves.
Probably for the best, he thought. He had enough trouble remembering the names of the people that he was travelling with. No need to make things more complicated.
 
***
 
 The next day, they passed through just another spot-on-the-map town. It looked like most of whatever had been here before had burned to the ground. The landscape was still an ugly gray and black with little more than a few useless cell towers and a water tower still standing in silent sentinel over the destruction.
The lack of any zombies did little to brighten anybody’s mood as they pedaled past. Kevin noted that not even birds could be seen or heard. It was quieter than a cemetery, and he could not help but feel a touch of sadness. Had the residents of whatever town this had once been had relatives in Holstein?
He realized that the past year had really kept him from seeing just how utter and complete the devastation to humanity was. He had been so busy trying to survive that he had missed the fact that so many had not. But here, out on the open road, he could see it as clear as day. He’d tried to notice in Chicago, but so much had gone on. Now, out in the middle of what had been known as America’s Heartland, the message sunk in loud and clear.
He looked around at the others in his group. They all seemed to be going about things just as they had every other day. Had he been that self-absorbed? Had everybody else seen this except him? 
His eyes paused on Jane Mendel. She was riding between Jose and Manuel. It looked like she had tears in her eyes! He was not alone; for that simple thing, he felt grateful.
Another day passed and then the next. When they began to see the signs for Sioux City, Kevin decided that the group had been going hard long enough; it was time for a break. They would be turning north and beginning the final leg of their journey. He could see the anxiousness in Catie’s expression, but, to her credit, she made no complaint when he called for them to stop just after midday. They made camp in what had once been an old rental storage facility.
Provided they ran in to no complications, their destination would be reached tomorrow. After last night’s dinner, they had been very low on supplies. He was amazed at how fast they went through things. This was further proof that they could not continue to survive by scavenging. However, it would be wise for them to make a run this one final time before embarking on that last leg.
He laid out his plans for everybody and asked first for any volunteers. David, Heather, Selma, and Bill all spoke up. There were what looked to be some very nice houses just up a shallow incline. This time next year, Kevin doubted that you would be able to even spot the upscale development from the highway. The open fields were green with grasses that were past waist high.
Once everybody was settled, Kevin told Aleah that he needed to talk to Catie and would be back in time for dinner. She gave him a curious glance, but he just kissed her forehead and headed over to where Catie was busy getting a small fire started.
“Hey, got a minute?” Kevin said once he was close enough.
Catie looked up and her smile slipped. She could tell that Kevin had something serious on his mind by his expression. She gave a nod and stood. The pair walked until they had come to the fence that surrounded the storage facility.
“What’s on your mind?” Catie decided that it was best to just dive in and find out what had Kevin looking so serious.
“Deanna.”
That single word hung in the air. Catie could feel her heart get just a little tighter and she dropped her head. After a moment, she looked up at Kevin with tears in her eyes.
 
***
 
Kevin stared into the embers of the fire. Catie’s story still rattled around in his head. At least he understood why she had not wanted them to head up to where she, Rose, and the rest of that group had been attacked.
He only briefly considered the possibility that perhaps Catie was mistaken, but he knew that was simply his own wants and hopes fighting for purchase in his mind.
Suddenly, Kevin felt exhausted. It was as if hearing that sad story had worn him out and drained his spirit. He knew now why Catie had tried so hard to rescue him and Heather. He knew why she had been adamant that she would stay with the group for as long as possible; even going so far as to help them settle someplace if Kevin’s plans had changed. She needed to be around people. 
Despite the fact that, as far as what she’d told him, nothing was Catie’s fault, he knew that a person would easily shoulder misplaced blame and there was nothing that anybody could say or do to erase it. He certainly had his own fair share of self-recrimination floating around in his conscience.
Aleah lay in the sleeping bag just across from him. The shadows danced across her face. He found her no less beautiful than on the first day he’d met her. A little frostbite could not peel away one iota of how gorgeous she seemed to him. 
Beside her was Rose. The girl was a fighter and a survivor; of that there was no doubt. He knew that if she’d been told what Catie had shared with him, nothing would keep her from going back. He realized that there was a lot to be said for closure, but he also had come to believe that old adage of “What you don’t know can’t hurt you.” Perhaps that was the best way to deal with this situation such as it was.
As the night dragged on, he found himself remembering everything that had happened in the past year. Faces popped into his mind, some causing him pain like Mike and Willa, others causing him to smile like Valarie. 
He found himself hoping that this trip would yield fruit. He was anxious, not just for himself, but also for Catie. She would possibly discover the fate of her family…friends. He glanced over to the glow of where he knew her fire to be and tried to see through the darkness and know whether she was having trouble falling asleep like him.
The group that had gone out for supplies did not come back with much. They said that there were definite signs that the area had been hit by scavengers already. They reported that every house had been marked with a big black “X” on the front door. They had given up after the fourth house when it was clear they would find little to nothing. 
At last, the dawn broke and everybody was back on the road again. The plan was to probe around the outskirts of Sioux City for supplies. The day started sunny, but clouds rolled in fast and began pouring a steady rain. Kevin was never much of a believer in omens, and he was not about to start now.
The scouts that were sent out as they began the swing north all came back with the same reports. It looked like most everything of use had been picked clean. There also looked to have been serious destruction from fire to large swathes of the city.
The one thing they saw very little of was any signs of the walking dead. A straggler here or there could sometimes be spotted, but for a major city, there was an unsettling quiet as they followed the interstate as it ran parallel to the Missouri River that acted as the divider between South Dakota and Nebraska.
As they continued on, Kevin noticed that Catie had moved to the front of the group. Whether consciously or not, she was starting to increase the pace. Twice, Kevin had biked up alongside her and urged her to slow down a little. She apologized each time, but within less than a half hour she had gone back to the front. Finally, he insisted that she fall back and stay with him, Aleah, and Rose. Heather had taken to riding with David Semmet. Personally, Kevin thought the young man was an idiot, but he knew better than to express that sentiment to Heather.
It was early in the afternoon when the procession came up over a very long but gradual ridge. They should be coming up on the small town of Beresford, South Dakota according to the signs. The advance riders were a good mile or so away and just about to reach the top of the next of what had been a series of long and gently rolling ridges..
He felt the hair on his arms start to stand up as Bill and Jose made quick turnarounds and came back at them, both men pedaling for all they were worth. Bill was waving one arm wildly, gesturing for everybody to stop.
“What’s wrong?” Kevin asked as the pair skidded to a halt before him and all the others who had, by now, gathered around.
“Coming this way…horses…fifty or more…armed…” Bill was gasping.
Kevin looked around. They were in a terrible position; the area around them was flat and offered little to no cover. They were left with no other options.
“Everybody pair up and spread out. Take positions in a large arc. MOVE!” he barked.
Aleah positioned herself beside him, but Kevin turned and looked her in the eyes, taking her hands in his. “We don’t have a lot of time, so I just want you to know that, no matter what, and more than I probably ever said to you with words…I love you with all my heart.”
“Which is why I am staying right here.” Looking up at him and brushing a lock of hair from her eyes, Aleah smiled and kissed Kevin. “So don’t waste any time trying to shoo me away.”
Kevin thought it over for the briefest of seconds and realized that he did not have the time to debate anything. If he was going to die, then why not make his last stand beside this woman that had taught him how to be in love.
He looked around at the pairings and was surprised by a few. Bill and Cherish stood side by side and he was pointing out a few things as the woman held her M4 somewhat awkwardly. Rose was with Dr. Miriam Reno and seemed to be lecturing the older woman. He would have loved to have been able to eavesdrop on that little conversation. Catie was with Adam Scott. The funny thing was that he could not recall a single instance where those two had spent any amount of time together except in passing.
The sound of hoof beats brought his attention back to what was about to happen. He double-checked that both pistols he wore on his hips were ready to draw and that the safety flap was unsnapped. Then, taking his position a step ahead of Aleah and in the middle of the road, Kevin brought his M4 up to his shoulder.
“Nobody get trigger happy!” Kevin called out. 
The riders came to a quick halt as they spied the firepower aimed in their direction. One rider held up a hand and said something over the shoulder to the others. Kevin was impressed in the fact that none of the people on horseback had gone for a weapon.
Looking around at his group, Kevin made a show of shouldering his own rifle before stepping forward a few steps. Aleah went to follow and he put an arm out to bar her.
“Not for this,” Kevin said with a shake of his head. “I need you to watch my back. Keep your weapon trained in the general direction of whoever comes forward to meet me.”
Not waiting for her to try and mount an argument, Kevin began to walk across the open space between him and the riders. He was not surprised when the same person who had signaled the others to halt was the one to come forward to meet him. He was a tad bit surprised when the individual climbed off his or her horse to do so.
Kevin had a few minutes to observe this person as they approached one another. They were decked out in a mixture of what looked like riot gear, a football helmet with a face shield (which was part of the reason why he had not been able to determine gender as of yet), and a baseball catcher’s chest piece. 
The distance was almost a good half mile, so it took a few minutes for them to cover the open ground between them. Also, at this distance, neither side were likely to have shooters that could do more than hope to get close to a target. Kevin figured Catie would be the best bet at hitting anything at this range, and to be honest, he had no idea of the range capability of the weapons both sides carried.
The closer he got to this person, the more difficult it was to not look over his shoulder. For some reason, he felt it was important to keep his eyes front. He wanted to appear confident.
After what seemed like an eternity, he came to a stop in front of the emissary from the riders. She took off her helmet and a cascade of long, dark hair spilled past her shoulders. She was pretty in that girl-next-door way. She had a pleasant smile—even now with the tension levels jacked way up—and brown eyes that sparkled and amplified that smile to a level that was almost friendly.
“Quite a band you have there,” the woman said. Her voice was almost melodic and Kevin instantly thought that it would sound really good singing along with Jill’s.
“Yeah,” Kevin agreed, “but you have us outnumbered almost three to one.”
“Do we need to be concerned?”
“Would it matter if I said no?”
“Good point,” the woman chuckled. “So what brings you way out here? Tourist season isn’t for another few months.”
Kevin considered his answer. He decided that giving her the basic truth would not do any harm. He explained briefly how he had made such a plan before the zombies had come and what he had based that decision on.
“Mostly a solid plan,” the woman said after Kevin finished. “Only it seems that those zombies don’t much care about population density any more. We had a herd of those things about a month ago that passed just about five miles north of us. If they’d come at us directly, this conversation might not be taking place. Never seen so many at once. Took four days for them to pass from the leading edge until the last of the stragglers.”
“We saw something along those lines just south of Chicago,” Kevin said with an unforced shudder. He glanced over his shoulder at his people and then returned his focus to the woman standing in front of him. 
“Listen,” he said after a deep sigh that really only scratched the surface of just how tired he suddenly felt, “we have come a long way. Some of us have been on the run almost since this whole thing started. We don’t want a fight. All we want to do is find someplace that we can secure as best as possible and call home. We do have one person that might like to be admitted as a guest. She is from some small town not too far from Sioux Falls from what I understand. She is along to see if any of her family made it.”
“Well, I can only speak for myself, but your group would be a wonderful addition to our community if you would like to consider that option. Of course there are some things we will have to deal with and some of it would require a show of faith from your people. You have to understand we could not just allow a small army to tromp into our place armed to the teeth like you all seem to be. Plus, we have to insist that you all be screened to make sure that nobody brings the infection inside. But since your gang looks fairly mobile, I imagine that would be a simple formality.”
Kevin grimaced.
“Is there a problem?” the woman asked. Her stance changed just a little, and Kevin spoke fast to try and defuse the tension that had just spiked.
“Whoa! Okay…here is the deal.” Kevin explained the “immune” status of several of his companions without specifying who. He was wary of revealing that information after the whole ugly situation involving The Guardians. “So if that is a problem, like I said before, we don’t want any trouble and we will be fine with moving on to find our own place.”
“Actually…” the woman rolled up her sleeve and displayed a nasty scar on her left forearm. “We have a few of our own. We found out the hard way about the communicable nature of things, but now that we know, we have managed to handle that situation. We even have some…” she paused as if searching for the right words, “…I guess you could call them mixed marriages. Of course we do remind people of some of the same old adages used back pre-zom about abstinence being the only one hundred percent guarantee, but folks have been doing okay. It was kind of funny the first time one of our patrols returned with a few dozen cases of condoms. You would have thought they arrived with bacon.”
That earned a laugh from Kevin. “I guess I should introduce myself. My name is Kevin Dreon from Virginia Beach, Virginia.”
“Tiffany Beihn…Memphis, Tennessee,” the woman said.
“Okay…” Kevin let that word draw out to indicate that it was a bit of a question. He gave a little rolling motion with his hands to encourage her to elaborate.
“Not terribly exciting, I’m afraid,” she said. “I was visiting friends in Seattle, Washington. On the plane trip home, one of the passengers turned. The pilot made an emergency landing in Sioux Falls. By the time the plane touched down, the word was starting to get out as to what was going on. That was when all air travel got grounded. I hooked up with a few other people from the flight and we spent a week in a FEMA center until that got overwhelmed. Our little band decided to make a run for it and we got all the way to Beresford. 
“Some of the locals had already started securing the town…even had to fight it out with a military convoy if you can believe that. They tried to roll in and take over, but folks around here are pretty serious when it comes to their guns. Those bumper stickers about taking their guns when you pry them from their cold, dead hands…let’s just say they were not joking.
“A few of the soldiers even deserted and took our side. We didn’t come away with as much military hardware as you guys are packing, but we did get a tank in the deal. It was never actually needed, but I bet it scared off more than one band of would be raiders along the way.”
“So I guess I go to my people and bring them forward. Of course, you can’t expect us to just surrender everything. How about if you allow a couple of us to keep our guns?” He saw a look of concern flash across Tiffany’s face. “We would not stand a chance if it got ugly, and do you really think we would come all this way to commit suicide? And my people keep their blades…again, it would be like that scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark.” He saw a look of confusion replace concern. “You know…when that guy steps out with the big ass sword and Indy pulls his gun and shoots the guy?”
“Oh yeah!” Tiffany exclaimed. “Wow…I hadn’t thought of things like that in a long time.”
“So…are we good? I go get my people and you can set a perimeter around us and escort us in?”
“You have a deal, Mr. Dreon.”
“Just Kevin…really. That whole mister thing really makes me feel old.”
With a handshake, the two parted ways. Kevin returned to his group and shared pretty much everything that had been said in his encounter with Tiffany Beihn. The decision was made that Kevin and Catie keep their weapons. Everybody else removed all firearms and placed them in the cart behind either Kevin’s or Catie’s bicycle. After making sure that everybody knew to be on their best behavior, Kevin led his group to where Tiffany sat on her horse. She had dispersed her group in a large arc.
“Not gonna bother surrounding us in case we wanna make a run for it?” Kevin quipped with a good-natured laugh as he came to a stop a few feet from Tiffany.
“Nope…don’t need to,” Tiffany replied with a nod of her head back in the direction Kevin had come from. He looked back to see another group of at least fifty more riders bring their horses over the last ridge he and the others had topped.
“We have had you guys under watch since just north of Sioux City,” a man said as he pulled his horse up next to Tiffany.
Kevin saw a few of his people begin to look a bit nervous. He saw Bill give a furtive glance at the weapons stacked neatly in the cart behind his bicycle and it was clear that the man was trying to figure out if he could get to the weapons before being gunned down.
“Okay…” Kevin said, making sure that he did so loud enough so that not only his people but the riders nearby from Tiffany’s group could hear as well. “I understand that things are a bit different these days. I also understand that you have to keep the safety and security of your group in the forefront. We have surrendered our weapons as promised, but this new arrival of your people has my people on edge. We can end this now and my group will be on its way to find a place of our own just as I said…or you can get that second group to pull back.”
“No need,” Tiffany called out above a few voices of protest among her own people. She raised one arm up above her head and waved it back and forth. 
Kevin turned to see a rider from the second group do likewise. A few moments later, the last of that group disappeared over the ridge. Looking around, he still saw some looks of concern among his crew, but they appeared to have relaxed a little.
Falling in, the procession started their ride north. As they did so, Kevin began to notice a few things that had slipped past him. In the distance and on either side of the road he could see cell towers. However, atop these towers were what might be platforms. He did not want to pull out his binoculars to confirm it, but he now had a good idea how they had been spotted.
They had travelled for about twenty minutes when one of the riders on horseback veered their direction. The individual was decked out almost exactly like Tiffany, so it was difficult to determine gender until the voice called out.
“Catie Rose?” a girl’s voice almost squealed. “Is that really you?”
Catie turned to the person and squinted her eyes. “Bella Reyes?”
“Ohmigawd!” Bella squealed even louder. Kevin already did not care for her voice.
The girl jumped from her horse as Catie ditched her bike. The two met in an embrace and held each other close, both breaking into spontaneous sobs of happiness.
Everybody stopped and watched the reunion. Words flew back and forth as the pair spoke at a pace Kevin almost had trouble keeping up with. In the end, Catie was told that her mother was actually in Beresford along with a few other people that Kevin assumed had to be friends or mutual acquaintances. The sad news was that Catie’s father and grandparents had perished. 
Catie seemed to take the news well, and Kevin had a feeling that she really had not expected to discover anybody still alive. The realization that her mother still lived was probably beyond her wildest dreams. 
The riders seemed to relax even more with the latest revelation, and a few of them even rode up to the pair, who now remained at each other’s side for the rest of the journey, to say hello. It looked like more than a couple of them knew Catie, or at least knew of her.
About an hour later the outline of a small town appeared on the horizon. Kevin decided it could not hurt to pull out his binoculars and take a look. He was able to make out at least three very wide trenches that he imagined had to circle the town. In addition, there had been an obvious effort to level the terrain for a considerable distance around the area. He saw what, by his estimation, had to be fifty foot high towers erected about a hundred or so yards apart.
He had to correct himself a few times as he continued to ride his bicycle and slip in a few more looks at what they were approaching. He could see large walled enclosures scattered around the area, but he had no idea as to their purpose. The one thing he did notice were the medium-sized streams that flowed into town. He was impressed to see that they had a series of watch towers along their length a good distance from town.
“You people look like you have been busy,” Kevin said as he let his binoculars drop to his chest.
“Amazing how much work a person can get done when they don’t have Facebook to distract them. Now we ‘friend’ each other with a handshake. I think we may be one of the few towns in the country with a larger population now than before the zombies showed up. I think the last census…” Tiffany paused and then smiled, “…probably the last one ever…anyway, it had the town at around two thousand people. We don’t keep the number official, but I think we have almost double that many living here now. It has reached a point where we are actually about to begin construction on some new housing.”
Kevin whistled in appreciation. From what he could see, this place had everything he could hope for as he tried to begin a new life with Aleah. Looking around, he saw mixture of awe and relief on the faces of the others.
“Is this home?” Heather asked as she coasted up beside him on her bicycle. He glanced over and saw tears forming in her eyes.
“Yeah,” Kevin said after reaching over and patting the young woman on the arm. “I think we found a place to stay.”



 
17
 
Welcome Home
 
I sat at the table with the tattered notebook in front of me. It was not a long read, so it had taken just a few hours to finish. I considered reading it again just because I was not entirely certain what to make of it.
Everybody in the house had been thrilled to see me. But there was an undercurrent of anxiety and expectation as each greeted me. The last to shake my hand was the Marine. His name was Paul Gordon.
Paul was right around six feet tall and a solid, muscular two hundred pounds. He kept his head shaved clean (with a knife he wore on his belt that was so sharp it would make a samurai jealous) and had a dark, well-trimmed mustache that was showing flecks of gray. His eyes were a dark brown, and had the intensity of a laser when they focused on you that was only made more intense by the pebbled scarring that covered the right side of his face. There was a nasty scar on that side of his neck as well that made you wonder how a person could survive such an injury, because that scar looked so horrible. Oh…and he had a prosthetic right arm from just below the elbow.
Paul had been part of a select group of soldiers that had been wounded in battle over in the Middle East. He and several others were making stops around the country to share their stories and visit high schools around the country to say that, despite what they had suffered, they did it for a cause they believed in: the fight for freedom.
When the whole zombie thing happened, Paul had been shuttled to a FEMA center. That location was overwhelmed in the first week, and Paul found himself on the run with a handful of his fellow wounded warriors. They immediately sought out a unit and stepped in to offer assistance.
The rest of his story was pretty much like everybody else’s. Some good…some bad. He ended up in Washington State as part of a detachment that was sent to try and hold the small town of Walla Walla. When that fell apart, he ended up on his own for a while. Eventually he stumbled across a military installation. The place had been abandoned, but there was a well-stocked bunker. It had a radio, and that is where he listened for weeks.
He heard and monitored Winters’ group as well as several others, until he eventually lost the use of his generator. After a long and lonely winter, he set out with the hopes that he might join up with what he had assumed were military units trying to help others.
Of course what he found when he finally reached La Grande was something far different than he expected. Apparently he slipped out during all the chaos created when Jon and Jake had tainted the water with their infected blood. 
Paul kept low and watched our group come in and take over the compound. At some point, he decided to reach out to the people who had taken over Winters’ compound—that would have been us. That had been while I was in that damned hospital bed trying to recover, so I missed out on meeting Paul and apparently a great deal more in that brief span.
The next bit is where things get dicey. The journal that Jake was keeping continued to talk about his son and how he was always looking for him every time that he went out. Somewhere along the line, he was told that his son was in La Grande. Also, he’d heard all about Winters. That must have meant that he and Jon had been playing them all along. I felt a little better in thinking that Jon had done what he did in order to prevent a greater evil. 
Unfortunately, the journal entries stopped shortly after we came down and took control of Winters’ compound. From there, I had to rely on what this absolute stranger was telling me. According to him, Jake gathered information that his son might be held captive inside the Island City compound.
If that was true, it could explain how he’d flipped a switch so suddenly. He’d even used my own argument against me in that last little confrontation that we had, the one I’d originally used when I thought Carol had been taken prisoner and that they had cut off her fingers.
Apparently, Paul had been with Jake and the others on that failed attack against Island City. He’d taken part because they had been told that most of the people inside the Island City compound were being held against their will by some secret council. Hmm…where had I heard that before?
“Some of us still believed in who and what we are,” Paul said with pride. “If folks were being kept prisoner, no Marine with any self-respect could allow that to continue. Jake did what he did because he thought he was serving the greater good…and he thought that his son might be here. He would have walked through a sea of those damn zombies in his skivvies to try and save his family.”
“But why not try to talk with the people first?” I asked as I pushed the tattered journal across the table, pinching the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger and squeezing my eyes shut in hopes that the headache building behind them would vanish.
“I asked Jake to reconsider.” For the first time, I saw a hint of sadness replace the stern military expression that seemed permanently etched on the man’s face. “But he insisted that if the people…” he paused and looked around as if suddenly realizing where he was and then continued, “…the people here were willing to maim and torture an elderly woman, then his son would face much worse.”
“And what made him think that his son was even being kept here?” Dr. Zahn asked from where she had taken up leaning in the entry to this dining room. That was the big question as far as I was concerned.
Once again, Paul’s expression changed. He actually looked uncomfortable. I was not sure I wanted the answer if it was bothering the man this much.
“We captured a two man patrol that had been observing our compound. Jake spotted them and a few of us went out to nab them. Only, when we subdued them, Jake changed his mind about bringing them back for questioning. We took them to an empty house that had a basement, and Jake went to work. The rest of us stayed out, not wanting any part of it. When Jake came up, he was…different. But that is also when he made up his mind about attacking this place.”
I sat back in my chair and let it all sink in. Jake had used torture, and in the end, he had either been deliberately lied to, or he misheard the information. It was entirely possible that he’d gotten ahold of one of the men from the group that Gable and his mom had been with and gotten the man to identify his son. Only, he had gone after the wrong target. Instead of the camp just up the hill a ways, he’d turned his anger on Island City.
I was not that much less confused than I had been before all of this, but at least the mud was a few shades clearer. I now had a possible reason for Jake’s sudden switch in behavior and seemingly rash and certainly ill-advised attack. This was a clear case of how real life never quite works out like it does in the stories. Somewhere along the way, miscommunication reared up and it cost people their lives. 
Suddenly, I was exhausted. It felt like everything from the past several weeks…months…all of it had come slamming down on me at once. I wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a month.
“If you will all excuse me,” I said as I pushed away from the table.
“William?” Dr. Zahn stepped towards me, but I held my hands out to keep her back.
“I just want to get some sleep.” I stepped past her and climbed the stairs. 
Glancing back on my way up, I saw everybody sitting around the living room, hands folded or in their lap. They had obviously heard it all. For some, like Sunshine, Melissa and maybe even Cheryl, this shed new light on things that I know I had wrestled with and had to assume that the others did as well—at least to some degree.
My entire body hurt. They’d taped up my ribs at the medical center, and I had not been able to take a full breath ever since. Having suffered through my share of rib injuries from the days as a high school football lineman, this was probably (as strange as it may seem) the most welcome injury that I had received.
Damn you, Jake, I thought  as I undressed and climbed into bed. Why all the secrets? If any of us would have known that he had a son, and that his son might be a prisoner, didn’t he think we would all step up to help? Or was that part of the problem? He was not sure of the situation, so he left us out of it in order to keep us safe? Had he tried to give me the Old Yeller treatment? Acting all mean, doing everything he could think of to push those he cared about away to shield us from potential danger.
A million thoughts swirled through my head as I drifted into an uneasy sleep full of horrid nightmares involving kids being blown to bits; sometimes it was the faces of those children from the camp we’d hit. However, slipped in there every so often, I would toe the body at my feet and find Thalia staring up at me with dead eyes. But every time, they ended the same. Emily would walk up and reach out her hand, the tiny body would stir, and then it would take her hand and walk away, leaving me standing there alone atop a pile of corpses.
 
***
 
I do not believe that I will ever get used to waking up in the middle of the night. My eyes opened to such complete blackness that I could not actually be certain that I’d opened them. Feeling around, I was relieved to discover Katrina’s body close by; her soft breathing slow and steady.
I very carefully extricated myself from her and the covers and got dressed. I was aware enough of my own body to know that I was done sleeping. It did not matter that I felt almost as tired now as I had before. I was awake for the duration.
I made my way down the stairs and paused when I reached the landing. Just enough light was drifting through the living room window for me to make out a human-shaped shadow sitting on the sofa.
“It’s me, Billy,” I heard Darla whisper. Her voice was thick, and it took me a few seconds to actually remember the terrible injury that she had suffered.
“When did you get back?” I asked. I felt a flash of guilt for not looking in on her or seeing if she was close to done with her checkup after we’d arrived and been taken to the medical center.
“A few hours ago,” she answered as she got up and walked to the front door. I took that as meaning she wanted to talk, so I followed.
“I am having a problem with what we did,” Darla finally said after a long silence. “I mean, I get that we had a mission and that we were trying to secure our borders, but was that really the answer?”
“I have been asking myself the same thing.”
We both plopped down on the top step and took in the cool night air. It might be rolling deep into spring, but clear nights out here in Eastern Oregon were some chilly mothers. The sky was clear, but there was no moon.
“You think we did the right thing?” Darla finally asked.
“I honestly don’t know.” I let my answer hang for a few seconds before I changed the tack of the conversation. “I am of the mind that maybe we are just not supposed to be gathering in such large groups. As soon as a bunch of people come together, it just feels like they try to go right back to the old ways of doing things. People who assume the control shift right into acting almost like freaking stereotypes of what we think of when we think about government leaders. All the secrets and dirty dealing…it’s crazy.”
“So it’s not just me?” Darla asked with an uncomfortable laugh.
“I used to love this show called 24,” I said with a wistful laugh. “It was so over the top and crazy. Everybody had a secret and nobody was really who they seemed. As soon as you thought you knew who the bad guy was, somebody worse would pop up. And through it all, Jack Bauer was this badass who walked the line between hero and villain. I used to think there was no way that shit could happen with real people…but lately, I think all the folks in charge must have watched the same show and think that is how leaders are supposed to act.” I rubbed my hands against the cold and felt a thought start to break free in my head. I was sure now more than ever that this was the way to go.
“I won’t be here tomorrow,” Darla finally broke the long and thought-filled silence. I jerked my head to face her. “I just wanted you to know and hear it from me so that you did not think I was one of the shady people.”
“Why…where…?” I had questions, but apparently my mouth was not up to the task of forming them properly.
“A few of the people that we rescued, they are heading out. None of them found any of their loved ones. Can you believe it?” She let loose with a bitter laugh. “Anyways, I was talking with a few of them at the medical center and they just don’t feel that this is where they want to stay. We don’t have any place specific in mind in case that is one of the questions you want to throw at me. I just wanted you to do me a favor and give my best to Dr. Zahn. I can’t explain it, but I really like her.”
I nodded and she stood up. “Wait…now…you’re leaving now?” I blurted.
Darla gave me a hug and then stepped back. “Like I said, I just don’t have a good feeling about this place. I think it would be best if we slipped out at night.”
I watched her as she made her way across the street. A moment later, she was joined by a handful of shadows. I heard a little bit of a commotion, and then what looked like a trio of the shadows peeled away from the group and came my way.
“Darla said that you were up…that’s good,” Gable whispered as he reached the bottom step and looked up at me. His mom was on one side, Paul was on the other.
“You’re going, too?” I asked, although it was a pretty stupid question.
“I think it is best,” Gable said with a nod. “But I wanted to thank you for everything that you did. And knowing that you knew my dad really meant a lot. I am glad that we don’t have to wonder.”
That makes one of us, I thought.
“Well…” I stepped down and shook the guy’s hand and then turned to Sylvia and reached out to do the same. I ended up in a big hug with the woman. When she let go, I stepped back and gave a polite nod of the head. “I wish you guys the best.”
“You too, Billy,” Gable said as he and his mom melted back into the darkness and rejoined their little group.
“I wish that I could have been more help,” Paul said apologetically as he shook my hand. “I guess nobody can know what is really going on inside a man’s head…much less a man like Jake. I do know that he thought the world of you. I’d heard all about you from him when you were in that hospital bed. He said that if there was one person who could survive this thing…it was you.”
“Thanks,” I muttered. 
I really did not know what to say. I guess I would have to wonder for the rest of my life as to what really happened with Jake; what had caused him to make a choice that led not only to his death, but the death of all those who had followed him. If he’d just gone on some damn commando raid on his own, maybe I could reconcile that and find some peace. 
I watched as they disappeared into the black. I understood their choice, and I sincerely wished them all the very best. I took my seat back on the top step and watched as the sun slowly began to cast its glow over the scene. Birds chirped and flitted past as they began their day, bringing me from my reverie.
Sounds of activity within the house brought my attention and I rose to go inside. It was time that I make my decision known to everybody.
 
***
 
“That is the smartest thing that I have heard come out of your mouth, William,” Dr. Zahn finally spoke to break the agonizing silence.
“I’m in,” Grady chirped.
I was stunned. This was the exact opposite of the reaction that I had expected. Not that I was upset; truth be told, I was elated. I had absolutely expected Katrina to join me, and maybe even Cheryl. She was sort of a loner now that her husband was gone. Sunshine had clung to Dr. Zahn and Melissa had her baby and Thalia. Cheryl was sort of the forgotten soldier in all of this. Heck, I doubted that she and I had shared more than ten words since we had come to Island City.
I had been a little surprised that Melissa agreed to come along. I truly believed that she would have made the choice to stay behind with her baby. Again, there was a tinge of guilt, shame, and embarrassment. I guess I secretly hoped that she would not join us. However, the upside was that it meant Thalia would be coming along. For whatever reason, I had a strong affinity for that little girl.
“The thing is,” I leaned forward and placed both my hands firmly on the table, “I just don’t feel like these people will let us go like that. They will want to talk and chip away at our resolve. Hell, they might even lock us up for all we know.”
“You seemed to have a good relationship with Carol,” Sunshine offered. “Maybe if you spoke to her alone.”
“Nope,” I answered with a shake of my head. “That is part of the problem here. We don’t really know any of these people. She has already proved adept at keeping secrets from us. We have been spied on at every turn. I think it would be in our best interest to just leave. If we push hard, we might make it to the old place and get set up with enough time to be able to set defenses in place that will allow us to hold off any sort of attack. Honestly, I doubt that they would send that big of a force after us if they sent one at all.”
Nods came from around the table. The die had been cast. Now we just had to hope that I had one more plan up my sleeve that would go off without a hitch. My luck surplus had to be just about empty by now.
“Everybody go about your normal routine,” Dr. Zahn announced. “Those of you with work details today, attend to them and do nothing to draw attention to yourself.”
The room emptied and Dr. Zahn had Thalia, Rabia, and Levent pulled aside. She crouched down in front of them and looked them all in the eye.
“You all understand what a secret is, correct?” she asked. Three heads bobbed furiously in unison. “It is very important that you go to school today and behave like normal. You can’t say a word to anybody about us leaving. Not even to another kid, even if that boy or girl is your best friend.”
“Can we hug them goodbye at the end of school?” Rabia asked.
“Do you normally hug your friends goodbye when school lets out?” the doc said in a voice that was much more grandmother and almost nothing of Dr. Zahn.
Little Rabia seemed to give the question serious consideration before finally shaking her head and dropping chin to chest with a sigh. I felt sorry for her, but now I was feeling a bit of concern. We were asking a lot from these children. Life had already dealt them a crappy hand with the zombie apocalypse stealing any chance of a normal childhood from them. And now they were faced with having to learn what seemed like standard adult procedure: the art of deception.
“Then, as much as I know it might not seem fair, I need you to act like nothing is happening.” Dr. Zahn stood and patted the child gently on the head. “Now you three go get ready for school.”
As soon as they were gone, Dr. Zahn headed for the living room where Melissa was feeding the baby. She stopped before the woman and in a whisper that I barely caught, she said, “Keep an eye on Rabia today if you can.” The woman nodded and then Dr. Zahn motioned me to follow her outside.
I hurried to catch up, and we went out back to the patio table and sat down. She folded her hands in front of her and gave me her steely stare for a few seconds. 
“So…you say that you have some information I might be interested in?”
I nodded and wasted no time telling her the things that I had witnessed from the child zombies. When I revealed the information about Emily, I saw her face crack just a bit. I didn’t know if that reaction was for Steve, Emily, or just her version of shock. When it was all out, I sat silently and waited.
“I think this is as close to a confirmation as I will ever get on my theory that the child zombie operates differently due to the fact that the mind of a child is still in such a highly developmental state. Honestly, I doubt we could gather such poignant information in a lab.” Dr. Zahn leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes for a moment. Then, sitting back up, she fixed her gaze on me. “You are to never say anything about Emily to anybody. Do you understand?”
Honestly, I didn’t, but I nodded my head in the affirmative. Whatever the reasons, Dr. Zahn had hers, and I respected her brain a lot more than I did my own.
“Now,” the doc stood with an evil glint in her eye, “I am supposed to attend some sort of meeting about what my role will be on this town council. I guess it won’t hurt to get an inside look at these people and their idea of a governing body. Never know what might fall out of their mouths. Plus, I want to see if there is any knowledge about the group that departed early this morning.”
With that, the doctor turned and headed up the stairs, leaving me alone in the living room. I wondered where Katrina had disappeared to and after everybody else had gone on their way, leaving me to a relatively empty house, I went upstairs to see if I could find her.
It was like a scene from a cheesy horror movie. There I am creeping down the hallway, made darker because all of the doors were shut and so there was next to no sunlight. I called out Katrina’s name a few times, but there was no response.
Finally, I arrived at the door to where we slept. I couldn’t really call it “our” room since we shared it with at least a half dozen other people. Turning the knob, I wondered if maybe she had gone back to sleep. I’d been a little surprised when she hadn’t stuck around after my little announcement. That was when the thought hit me; maybe she didn’t want to leave this place. 
I peeked into the room and saw a body-sized lump in our bed. Since I knew that the place was pretty much empty with the exception of the two of us, it had to be her. I padded over and reached down to touch her shoulder gently to see if she was asleep.
“BOO!” she shouted as she flipped over suddenly, sending me falling backwards on my butt with a heavy thud. I might have screamed, and it may or may not have been in a girlish register.
The sounds of laughter came from the covers that were now shaking rather violently. Regaining myself as much as I could, I stood up and stomped over to the bed, yanking the covers back to reveal her very naked body.
“You can be the big tough leader all you want, Billy Haynes,” Katrina purred as she reached out her arms to me, “but I will always have this moment.”
I didn’t really care. I was already peeling out of my clothes. She could have this moment and all of the rest. I was sort of hoping that the next few minutes would make her at least forget my rather girlish scream for a little while.
“I think you have something that belongs to me,” Katrina whispered in my ear as she nibbled gently on the lobe before starting down the tender part of the side of my neck.
“Everything I am belongs to you,” I replied through a shudder that made my stomach tingle and my toes curl just a little.
With a sudden move, she had flipped me onto my back and was now on top, staring down into my eyes with that smile that I knew I would do anything for.
Her hands moved to my shoulders and I felt something tickle the skin on my chest. With a smile, she held up the little heart necklace that she’d given me before I’d left on that mission. I brought my hands up and motioned for her to give it to me. She did, and I put it back around her neck and fastened the clasp.
“I think that almost counts as foreplay,” she giggled.
In a sudden move, I flipped her back down onto the bed so that I was now looking down on her. I was once again struck by how beautiful she was to me. Her eyes sparkled, and when she smiled like she was at this very moment, there was this little crinkle on the bridge of her nose and a curve to her lips that was perhaps the sexiest thing in the world.
I started kissing my way down her body and paused long enough to murmur against her belly, “If you thought that was foreplay, then you are gonna love this.”
 
***
 
The two of us lay curled into each other. My body still felt like every single nerve ending was exposed and just the feeling of her hand tracing lazy circles on my chest was giving me shivers. I’d actually found the magic cure for a rib injury. For the past however long we’d been engaged in each other’s body, I’d forgotten all about the ribs. Unfortunately, now that all of the fun stuff was over, the ache was coming back and seemed to be a bit worse from all the activity.
My mind went back to Jamie and Teresa as I tried to push the pain aside. I remembered seeing them together and wondering what the hell they could be thinking. A zombie apocalypse was no place for a love story. Yet, here I was. I knew my feelings for Katrina. I knew her feelings for me. 
“Something really bad happened on that mission, didn’t it?” Katrina whispered. It was like a sudden splash of ice water being tossed in my face. “You don’t have to talk about it, but I just wanted you to know that I could tell something was bothering you really bad when you came home. And since you didn’t know anything about Jake’s journal or the stuff that Paul told you, I knew it had to do with whatever happened out there.”
I didn’t say a word. I was afraid that just trying to open my mouth would turn me into a blubbering ball of mush. I could not say how I saw the faces of those children every time I closed my eyes. I could not express what I felt having taken the lives of so many men and women for no other reason than I’d been told to do so.
What did that make me? I wondered.
“We all sat here in the house waiting for something, and when we started hearing explosions come one after the other to the point where it felt like it might never stop…and then it did and that was even worse,” she said, her mouth so close to my skin that I felt the warmth of her breath pulse with each word.
Katrina propped herself up on one elbow and turned my head so that I was facing her. “I don’t ever want you to go out like that again unless I am with you. I had no idea what was happening and that was the worst feeling in the world.”
I did not want to argue with her, but in my head, a voice was saying that she had no idea what the worst feeling in the world felt like. If she knew what I knew…saw what I’d seen…
“I don’t plan on ever going out like that again,” I whispered, and pulled her close to me. 
We lay there like that for a good, long while. Eventually, we got up, dressed, and made our way downstairs.
“Nice of you two to finally come down.” Dr. Zahn’s voice made us both jump, and I was reaching for a weapon I wasn’t carrying out of habit.
“Seriously, Doc,” I snapped as I stomped down the stairs and into the living room where the doc was sitting. My mouth shut the moment that I realized she was not alone.
“Good afternoon, Billy,” Carol Wills said as she sipped from the cup in her hands.
I glanced at Dr. Zahn who kept her face as emotionless as ever. I had no idea how she did it, but I was going to seriously have to ask her for lessons someday.
“Hi, Carol,” I finally answered in greeting, hoping that I was able to keep the emotion out of my voice. In my head, I was trying to figure out any reason that the woman might be here that did not have to do with our decision to leave tonight. I was coming up empty. “Can I help you?”
“Yes,” the woman sat her cup down on the table and leaned forward with her face as stone-cold and serious as I’d ever seen it, “you can take me and my daughter with you when you leave.”
“Your daugh—” My teeth clicked shut. If this was a trick or a test, I’d already failed. The first thing out of my mouth should have been a denial that I had plans of leaving.
A woman stepped in from the archway that led to the dining room. Her name did not jump immediately to mind, but those exotic eyes were something that I could never forget.
“Y-y-you,” I stammered, my gaze going from Carol to the woman standing with her arms folded across her chest and a hint of a smile curving her lips.
“Laura Wills,” the woman said as she stepped forward and extended a hand. I shook it as I recalled that first time we’d met when I woke in the makeshift cell in the basement of a house here in La Grande. “I said it would be nice if we met again under better circumstances.”
The sounds of somebody clearing their throat behind me made me flush and stumble backwards. I reached out and grabbed Katrina by the hand, tugging her forward like a shield or buffer between me and the hypnotically pretty Laura Wills.
“We want to come with you,” Carol repeated, and I spun to face her.
“How do you know that we are leaving?” I asked defensively. I seriously doubted that we had been bugged. Didn’t you need electricity for that? So how, unless somebody told her, did Carol know with such certainty that we were leaving?
“I invited her,” Dr. Zahn said, not waiting for the other woman to speak…or tattle.
I think I sprained my neck and my jaw at the same time. Oh…and my eyes, because it felt like they almost popped right out of my head.
“There was a bit of an argument at that silly little meeting,” Dr. Zahn said. “Apparently the news of Darla and the others’ departure has reached the all-hearing ears of Graham. He wanted to send out a team to track them down and either bring them back or kill them.”
“Tish left an hour ago with a dozen heavily armed individuals,” Carol picked up the narration. “I spoke out against it, asking when this had become our policy. Graham said that we were in a tenuous situation and could not risk anybody leaving at this time who might tell others about us or relay our weaknesses. He said that the fact that most of those who had left with Darla were friends or family of those who died in the raid, that they would have a possible idea of seeking revenge. Personally, I think he likes the idea of flexing what he perceives as his power and authority.”
“After the meeting,” now it was Dr. Zahn picking up the narrative, “several of the people on that committee sort of met informally. It sounds to me like there is going to be a freaking civil war in this place. I don’t know how fast it will come, or if it was all talk and bluster, but I think it is best that we not delay our departure. 
“As I was heading home, Carol and her daughter caught up with me and asked if I might consider getting the hell out of here. I actually let them make the proposal to me. Once I was convinced that they were serious about what they were saying and that this was not some fishing expedition, I asked them to accompany me home.” Dr. Zahn arched an eyebrow that seemed to almost dare me to question her decision.
“I do believe that Graham might be a bit power hungry, and it has only been made worse ever since he made Tish his personal security officer,” Carol snarked.
“See,” I touched one finger to my nose and pointed the other at Carol like she’d just guessed the correct answer, “that is a huge part of the problem. If the person you have leading you has the need, or even thinks he or she has the need for personal security…then you got the wrong person leading.”
“So can we join you or not?” Laura Wills asked.
“I don’t have any reason to say no,” I said with a shrug. “But you are gonna have to be okay with leaving your stuff behind.” Carol nodded, but Laura looked like she was about to voice a protest. I raised a hand to cut her off as I explained. “If you go home and pack, then come trudging all the way back here with your prize possessions, you will raise every flag possible. This trip will be over before it starts.”
“He’s right,” Carol agreed, placing a comforting hand on her daughter’s arm.
“But my pictures…my…” her voice trailed off to sobs.
“I guess we have been part of the fortunate few,” Carol apologized as her daughter folded into her arms and wept. “This is home, and while we lost friends and loved ones, we have been in our own house throughout the entire ordeal.”
I gave a nod. I wondered what my house might look like now? Had it been looted, burned to the ground, used as a hideout for survivors on the run? Another thought popped in…had it been flattened by a massive herd of zombies like the one I’d seen the other day?
The day almost seemed to come to a complete halt as we waited for others in our group to return from whatever job or activity they were responsible for. I was surprised that all of Grady’s people had already been roped into one task or the other. I guess the days of letting a person get settled were not applicable any more. That made me wonder how we could so easily ditch some of the old ways, yet hold on to others with such fierce determination.
The big moment came when Melissa and the children returned from school. I can only speak for myself, but I felt very strongly that if we were going to be exposed, that would be our most likely chance. 
“She was a little bit mopey,” Melissa reported, “but she kept her mouth shut.”
Once she and the kids went upstairs to pack what they would be carrying, I sat down to pour over a map. It was pretty worn out, but it was better than nothing. I had one stop to make on the way, and it was already gnawing at my gut.
“Is there a problem, William?” Dr. Zahn took a seat across from me.
“When we went out and rescued Gable’s mom, the camp had a hefty amount of supplies. I left Andy and Jerome there to keep it under guard. But they each had a person from here with them,” I explained. “I want the stuff from that camp…or at least as much as we can move. But when we show up to take it, we will most likely have to do something about those two other men.” I slumped back in my chair and squeezed my eyes shut. At least the headache that was starting to build would take my mind off my ribs.
“Let’s deal with things as they come,” Dr. Zahn said with a softness that made my eyes open in surprise. “You have a lot of baggage you seem to think you need to carry all by yourself. Perhaps you should let a few of us shoulder one or two of these things.”
I smiled. It felt weak and forced, but it was actually very honest and sincere. In a strange way, it made me even more certain that I was doing the right thing. We didn’t belong here. Maybe La Grande would become a beacon city that helped reshape a new world…or maybe it would be overwhelmed by the cancer already growing within the false security of a few tall fences.
“Thanks, Doc,” I said.
 
***
 
“It’s time,” I said with a loud whisper. 
I noticed a few people start at the sudden sound. We’d been gathered in the living room for the last hour or so, and everybody was getting antsy. I was actually quite proud of Thalia, Rabia, and Levent. Through it all, they had been like church mice. As for the baby, Melissa had taken care of that in a way that would have gotten her thrown in jail back in the old days. 
We had a fairly decent stock of medical and first aid supplies. Some of the stuff I would have never thought of, but you never left behind any sort of medication, be it cream, liquid, or pill. Somewhere along the way, we’d come up with a few bottles of liquid Children’s Tylenol. A dropper of that for the baby had knocked the kid out cold.
I stepped out onto the porch and pulled up the zipper on my hoody. There was a decent chill to the air. The sky was once again crystal clear, but a sliver of moon was out to cast a pale glow. Not enough to be a worry, and just enough to have at least some visibility to lessen the chance of stumbling. Of course that was all gone as soon as we reached the woods. That was another thing that a person had to get used to. If you travelled at night, the open spaces were okay if you had a moonlit sky; but as soon as you were under the canopy of a forest, it was a whole different story. And since we had only minimal light sources in the form of a few dozen homemade glow-sticks, we would stick to the open areas as much as possible.
My plan was to bring James Sagar, Chet Bozer, Rachel Mint, Paula Yin, Katrina, Carol, and BP when we broke away from La Grande. Dr. Zahn and Grady would lead the rest of the group up along the mountain road and make their way to the old forestry center cabin and campground that had been our home what seemed like a lifetime ago. My group would go after Andy and Jerome. I had made it clear what we would probably have to do, and then given each of them the choice of whether or not they accompanied me. Nobody had backed down from the potentially unsavory task.
We had no problems as we approached the tower that was closest to our house. I think a part of me was going to actually miss that metal spire. We’d certainly had more than a few events centered around it. 
I gave the signal for the group to halt. This part was to be all mine. I would take it as just one more ugly scar on my damned soul. 
Creeping along in the shadows, I reached the base and began the climb. I knew what needed to be done, and I’d certainly done worse in the recent past, but that did not mean that I would enjoy or take lightly what I was about to do.
Each rung of the ladder seemed to almost burn my hand. I heard whoever was on watch up in the tower actually humming. This person had no idea that death was on the other side of the lip of the enclosed stand where they were probably just gazing out across the quite countryside, lost in thoughts. I shoved aside my brain’s attempt at humanizing this person.
Peering over the top of the rail,  I saw the dark shadow of whoever it was that had the misfortune of drawing the watch detail for this particular tower on this particular night. The person was sitting with their back to me, tapping his (I could tell it was a guy) fingers on the rail and humming a song that I could not initially identify. Just as I brought my knife up and had lined it up to plunge into the side of this poor guy’s neck, I recognized the tune. Friends in Low Places by Garth Brooks.
I felt my hand begin to tremble, and in a sudden change of heart, I flipped my wrist. The pommel came down hard on the man’s temple. He yelped and slumped to the floor. I scurried over and opened the pouch at my hip. Funny…the stuff we carry around these days. I produced a hard plastic zip strip and rolled the man over so I could bind his wrists.
“Damn,” I breathed. It was Doubting Thomas.
The human mind is an amazing thing. In the span of a few heartbeats, my mind had already laid out the likely outcome for this man. He already had a terrible reputation here in La Grande. When our departure was discovered, and it was revealed that we slipped through at his tower, he was as good as done. I wouldn’t put it past this place to execute the poor guy.
Okay, so maybe my imagination was a shade on the overactive, if not dreary, side of things, but I still saw no result that did not end poorly for this man. Unscrewing the top of my canteen, I splashed his face with water. It took a few slaps as well, but eventually the man was sitting up, rubbing his temple.
“What the…” he grumbled, and then everything seemed to hit him at once as he tried to scramble back while reaching for his weapon. Thankfully I had relieved him of it before rousing him.
“You told me that you have my back,” I said as he stared at me in absolute confusion. “So I am going to give you a choice. My people and I are leaving. You can stay here, or you can come with us.”
I thought he would need a second or two to think it over. I was wrong.
“Let’s go.” He climbed to his feet, still rubbing the side of his head. “Man, I owe you one for this,” he said with a wince. 
“Yeah…sorry about that. The good news is that I changed my mind at the last second. I was gonna actually kill you.”
I did not miss the sour look as the man climbed down over the side of the tower. Turning back to where the others would be waiting, I produced my glow stick and waved it twice before tucking it back into my pouch.
BP was the first one up and paused when he did not see a corpse. I filled him in and told him to expect Thomas waiting when he climbed down. It took a bit longer than I would have liked, but eventually everybody was on the other side. 
We had to sort of loop around to get clear of the fringes of La Grande and then start across open farmland. The roads were really suffering from a hard winter and no public department of transportation to come along and fix things. I seriously doubted if many of the more rural roads would even be in existence five years from now. Hell, I wondered if the highway would still be intact. I knew of a few places already that had suffered from mudslides.
We reached the spot where it was time to separate. My team sort of clustered around me, and all the goodbyes were said. I felt confident that the doc could lead the group back home. 
The nine of us—Thomas had begged to be a part of the team—headed east and into the foothills. The problem with travelling in the darkness like this, besides the whole not being able to see, was that everything and nothing looked familiar. That is why I never saw the trip wire and landed on my face. I rolled over to find myself looking up the barrel of Andy’s M4.  I may have peed just a little.
“What the hell are you doing creeping around in the dark?” the big man asked in a quiet whisper as he reached down and hauled me to my feet.
The rest of my team had frozen in place in the few seconds all of that took to transpire. I am pretty sure that I heard James Sager chuckle. Brushing myself off, I winced as the man from La Grande who had been paired with Andy emerged from the shadows of some nearby trees.
“We need to talk,” I leaned forward and whispered in Andy’s ear.
“Carlos,” Andy called over his shoulder, I assumed he was talking to the man standing with his rifle slung casually over his shoulder, “keep the watch. I gotta chat with my man Billy for a minute.”
My stomach churned and the acid stung the back of my throat. This had been bad enough, but now I knew the guy’s name that I was more than likely going to have to kill. 
I motioned for the rest of my team to hang back while Andy and I strolled into one of the two remaining long, empty tents. I was a little surprised to find that damn near everything had been packed and apparently stowed for transport.
“I see you managed to keep busy,” I waved my hand at the seemingly cavernous and empty space.
“Didn’t see the need to waste time and wait for y’all to show up and tell us to tear everything down,” Andy replied matter-of-factly.
“So…” I felt my mouth go dry like somebody had just poured a bag of hot sand in it.
“Aww fuck!” Andy snarled.
The sudden burst of angry profanity made me jump. I cocked my head at the large man sitting across from me.
“I ain’t killin’ Carlos, so you can just shut that line of thought down right now!” the Ranger exclaimed.
“¿Que?” I heard a voice yelp from outside.
“Wait…how…” I was stammering as Andy stood up.
“We heard all that shit going down from up here. Sounded like a freakin’ war,” Andy spat with a shake of his head. “Now you and a few others show up and you’re looking like somebody shoved a fresh turd in your mouth. You ain’t the murderin’ type, kid. So before you say a single word that is going to make me hate you…and probably have to kill you…maybe you should think long and hard about what you want to say.”
Just then, the tent flap opened and the man I’d seen outside just a moment ago entered with his hands in the air. Thomas and Katrina were with him, guns not actually pointed at the man, but held in a casually dangerous way across their bodies. Then the rest of the team came in. There was a wide mixture of expressions; everything from confusion to apathy.
“Everybody just hold on!” I snapped. “Weapons down.” I’d made it past one potential killing without having to shed any blood, maybe there was a way out of this particular situation.
The last person to enter the tent was Carol. She assessed the situation and then stepped past Thomas and Katrina to take a spot next to Carlos.
“Mr. Ortega, I think there has been a misunderstanding,” Carol said as she eyed everybody in the tent. She quickly explained pretty much everything that had happened in La Grande as well as her reasons for leaving. I would have probably taken twice as long and been half as clear. When it was over, the middle-aged Hispanic man smiled and hugged the woman.
“Mr. Ortega has been my neighbor for pretty much his entire life. I still remember the day his mom and dad brought him home from the hospital. Even paddled his hiney a few times back when you could do that sort of thing without going to jail,” Carol said with a fondness in her voice.
“And I deserved each one of ‘em,” the man said with an easy smile and slight shrug of his shoulders. “I had a knack for getting in trouble when I was younger.”
“No,” Carol corrected, “you had a knack for getting caught and hanging out with children who let you take the rap for their mischief.”
“Okay, as nice as all this is,” Andy interrupted, “it still does nothing to settle things. Where are Grady and the others?”
“They headed on up the hill with that grouchy old doctor lady,” James offered. I heard a few snickers and caught Paula Yin covering her mouth. 
Huh, I thought, she is human.
“So Grady is on board with this?” Andy asked. 
“One hundred percent,” Chet Bozer said in a gravelly voice that fit him perfectly.
“Good enough for me,” Andy said with a shrug. He turned to me with almost no emotion on his face. “Nothing personal, but it has been my duty since this nightmare began to take care of that man and his little gaggle of geeks.”
“No problem,” I answered.
“Now…” Andy clapped his hands, “about the fella that is paired with Jerome…”
 
***
 
The big black man was still wiping the sleep from his eyes as Andy was simultaneously wiping off the blade of his knife. The best thing, as far as I was concerned, was that at least the guy had probably never even been alert long enough to register that he’d been killed.
“So now will you explain?” I asked. 
When Andy had said that the other man, Cyril Zimmerman needed to be killed, everybody else in the tent seemed to accept that as gospel and just followed the big man out and over to the neighboring tent. I think I had simply been too stunned to really react at all. I’d followed like everybody else and stood in the background as Andy strode up with purpose and plunged his gigantic knife into the sleeping man’s eye socket.
“Don’t need to,” Andy said. And then he reached inside the dead man’s vest and pulled out a little notebook. “The piece of crap has been making notes and even thought that he was clever enough to hide a few of the choice items from the carts. Jerome is one hell of an actor.”
“I guess the man figured that I was just some lazy brother…always dozing on my watch.” Jerome smiled big and flashed his dazzling white teeth. “Punk ass never even knew that we were drugging his dinner. That man would have slept through damn near anything. As it was, he never knew a thing about all the shit breaking loose down in the valley. We had him dosed at the time. Me, Carlos, and Andy sat out at the table and listened to a hailstorm of explosions and then all the shooting. We figured we might be starting our own compound up here by the sounds of it.”
“Speaking of compounds,” I piped up, “I think it is time we start for ours. We got at least two days of hiking before we reach it if everything goes well. And I don’t think we will be able to take all the carts in one trip.”
“Take the one with the green tarp,” Andy said. “That has the best of the weapons and all of the Claymore gear.”
It took us another hour to get six of us harnessed in to act as the human mule train. Everybody would take turns, and those not pulling were more than ready to help with pushing when things got difficult. There were a few slopes and grades to climb that almost caused us to completely abandon the big cart.
It was midday on the second day when a single gunshot sounded. The noise echoed from seemingly every direction due to this particular stretch of mountain road being little more than a tunnel without a roof. Jerome had been walking just to the left rear of the cart at the time and let out a yelp, clutching his leg and collapsing to the ground.
The folks who had rigged these harnesses had obviously thought ahead. I and the others pulling the cart at the time hit the quick-release button on the harness. We all scattered; some going left, others right, and a few pressing themselves against the side of the cart. 
One of those who had sought refuge against the cart was Thomas. A second report of a rifle sounded, and the man took two steps away from the cart and then collapsed in the middle of the two-lane highway, a large pool of blood already spreading out from his still form. His death, while anti-climactic, had at least been swift.
“Where the hell are they?” somebody, I think it was BP, hissed.
I had sprinted for the edge of the road and dove into a ditch that was thick with brush and tall weeds. From there, I was able to see Thomas’ still form, Jerome under the big cart clutching at his leg, and Carol who had crawled under there with him.
A head peeked up over the lane divider and I saw Carlos with a pair of binoculars to his face. He was looking back down the hill the way we’d come, but I wasn’t completely sure that the shots had come from that direction. We were in a bit of a canyon with sheer rock walls going up on either side for about thirty or so feet until it gave way to the first pine trees.
I looked back up the hill towards the direction that we were headed and thought that I saw the glint of sun on metal. It could have been anything, but I kept my eyes on that area. Sure enough, a moment later I saw a crouched figure scurry from my side of the road to the divider and then over.
I was about to call out to Carlos when the report of a nearby rifle caused me to start and scoot away. My head craned to my right to see Rachel Mint up on one knee, a fairly impressive hunting rifle jammed against her shoulder, her eye pressed to the scope.
“Scratch one,” she murmured, and then looked down at me with a wink and a smile. And just that quick, she vanished back into the weeds.
I caught a glimpse of Katrina as she moved up and behind a huge boulder. She gave me a wave to let me know that she saw me, and then disappeared from view. The next several minutes were energy sapping and frustrating as I continued to search the road ahead. I was now certain that was where the attack had come from. 
The minutes ticked away, and I heard little more than the wind. Every so often, Jerome would let loose with an expletive or two, and Carol would hush him; other than that, it was as if I were alone.
“Everybody can come out now!” I heard Andy bellow.
Rising slowly, I saw Andy, Rachel, Paula and Chet coming down the road. I glanced over at Katrina and shrugged. BP emerged from about ten feet away, Carlos stood from where he’d taken position on the other side of the lane divider, and James popped up from out of the back of the cart.
“Five punks…nothing to be worried about,” Andy answered my questioning look. “Hell, Paula dropped three of them before I even got up and into position.”
“Nobody left a damn thing for me,” Chet grumbled. “Bunch a greedy bastards.”
We all made our way to the cart and gathered around. Carol had already taken care of dressing the wound on Jerome’s leg and the man had a light sheen of perspiration on his face.
“The bullet is still in there,” Carol announced.
“Can’t you get it out?” Katrina asked.
“That is Hollywood stuff, dearie,” the older woman groaned as she rose to her feet. “I will leave it to Dr. Zahn. If I nicked an artery or something, the poor man would bleed out. I think it best that we let a professional handle it.”
“Then let’s load the big bullet catcher onto the cart and get moving,” Andy said, giving Jerome a wink and an over-exaggerated roll of the eyes for which he received the one-finger salute in return.
Twenty minutes later, we were once again underway. Late that afternoon, I began to recognize some of the surroundings. We actually almost went right past the turn off that would lead us to the old cabin.
Turning down the familiar path, I felt a surge of excitement. As we wound along the narrow and almost overgrown access road that was now little more than a trail, I began to feel all of the tension and whatever else it was that had built up in me the past few months just start to drift away on the cool mountain breeze. As we passed the old watch stand that was still in place just off to the left and then broke through the canopy of pines, I could not keep the grin off my face.
The two dirt berms still lined the entry road and led to the wide moat with the drawbridge. Up on the hill sat the huge forestry welcome center that had been home back in what seemed a dozen lifetimes ago. The ground was still littered with decaying bodies from the last big battle we’d fought here, somebody or perhaps the weather had knocked down our rooftop observation tower, but it was nothing that could not be fixed with a little hard work.
A handful of figures stepped out onto the huge wraparound porch. I smiled as Thalia stepped forward and waved her arms enthusiastically.
“Welcome home, everybody!” I called over my shoulder.
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Vignettes LIV
 
Onward the small herd walked. Over the days and weeks, their numbers had grown to over a hundred. It was the largest concentration of zombie children anywhere for thousands of miles, but they knew nothing of such things.
One zombie walked just a little in front of the group. Long ago, the others had simply fallen in behind the diminutive figure. They had no destination in mind; one place was pretty much as good as the other to any of the members of this group.
On occasion, some of the large ones would fall in with the group, but when night fell and this group halted, the large ones would inevitably be drawn away by even the slightest noise. But these zombies no longer followed after every sound. They cared nothing for such things.
Sometimes, living eyes would spy this group. For many, it would haunt their nightmares for days, weeks, or even months. It was horrific enough to see such a sight as a herd of a hundred or more zombie children; however, it was not that alone that caused the blood to run cold and the eyes to blink as if they were being fooled.
Weaving in and out among the tiny forest of little legs were several hundred cats. Even more terrifying were the over thirty zombified versions of a wide assortment of dogs—including three wolves—that had fallen in with this group.
Emily-zombie continued to walk. Sometimes she would forget where she was headed, but it would eventually return to her and she would change course. An observer who tracked this group (had one actually done so out of morbid curiosity) would have eventually noticed that this herd moved on an inward spiral.
That continued until one morning as the sun broke free from the haze with threats to send the temperature up near the triple digits (not that such things mattered to Emily-zombie and her nightmarish army). Emily-zombie came to a stop at the broken remnants of what had once been a large fence and gate structure.
Bodies still littered the ground, although many had either been picked clean or gotten up and wandered away. The charred husks of a few buildings could be seen as well as the skeletal remnants of gigantic tent structures.
A feeling of what could be considered peace and calm settled over Emily-zombie. She wandered through the ruins until she came to a stop in front of a Quonset hut structure that was all but caved in from a combination of damage inflicted by both man and weather.
Emily-zombie sat down in the dirt. For a few minutes, the others of her group stood around her and waited. When it was clear that Emily-zombie was not going to move, some wandered away. A few became their own small group and made their way down the almost invisible logging road that led away to the south.
The rest seemed content to remain. One of them walked past a sign that finally toppled. None of them could read the sign. None of them cared what it said:
“Welcome to Serenity Base!”
 
***
 
Vix leaned back and let the boat drift. Rowing had been a lot more difficult than she could have guessed. There had been a few sailboats, but since she knew absolutely nothing about how to get the sails to work, that was not a choice. There had been a few motorboats, but even when she had managed to find the peg board with the keys, it had been useless. None had turned over when she had tried to start them.
She had found a few kayaks and a canoe, but she had not felt safe with any of those possibilities. They just seemed too skinny, and Vix did not trust skinny.
At last, she spied a ragged looking metal rowboat. The set of plastic oars seemed sturdy enough for her and she hauled the craft down to the water. After hiding her bicycle just in case she needed to return for it when this turned into a fiasco, Vix set her backpack in the forward end, climbed in and sat down on the bench seat, and pushed off.
It had not been too difficult at first, but after a while, her shoulders began to ache and her arms felt like cooked noodles. A few times, she had stopped paddling and considered just turning around, but apparently more than a few of the undead had been stirred by her actions at the little dock. She had seen them gathering as she had begun to paddle out into the channel. 
So Vix spent her day alternating between paddling and then losing ground when she took breaks. It would figure that she had to go up the river. Nothing ever came easy.
Passing towns, factories, and open countryside, the thought continued to surface that maybe she could just go back to that cottage. She would probably have no difficulty being allowed in now that Gemma was gone. But no, she had come this far and she would do this as a tribute of sorts to Harold and Gemma.
After all, Vix thought during one point when she had ceased rowing and stripped out of some of her protective gear to ease the feeling of overheating that had grown worse by the minute, an island had been a solid idea. If there were no bridges, then it was simply a matter of mathematics. The number of possible zombies would be finite. It might take a while, but she would be able to rid herself of them in time.
It was with the sun well at her back when the open expanse of the ocean came into view. She knew that she wanted to hug the shore and make the turn south. It was actually becoming a tougher go of things by now. Whether it was from exhaustion or perhaps the current, it was almost reaching a point where Vix was ready to simply give up.
There was a moment where the small boat appeared to fight her every move, and Vix eventually slumped over in defeat, but then a new current seemed to sweep her up and carry her in the general direction she sought. She swirled and turned a few circles, watching as the shores on either side passed by. She had switched over to the River Medway and was now easing past the northwestern tip of the Isle of Sheppey.
She could make out what had to be the outskirts of Queenborough in the fading light of dusk. She was not close enough to tell with the naked eye whether or not this would be a good place to land. She decided to let the boat continue on. She spied some sort of channel that led down along the western edge of the island and made for it with all of the remaining strength that she possessed. By the time she was in that narrow channel, she could at least get a somewhat better look at the beaches of the island; such as it was at least.
The channel was shaped like a fishhook and she continued along as it almost seemed to double back on itself. As the last of the light faded from the sky, she had just made the turn back south and decided that she would have to beach herself on the narrow strip that jutted from this particular section of what was actually a fairly large island.
The sound of the boat grinding on the bottom was her indication that she would now have to make a choice: sleep in the boat, or find a place ashore. She simply did not think she would ever feel safe or comfortable trying to sleep on the rowboat and made the choice to get out. She regretted it almost instantly as the cold water filled her boots.
She made her way towards a dark shape and was thrilled to discover an abandoned truck. She had to search around on her hands and knees, but eventually she was able to gather enough dead scrub brush and even a few pieces of a wooden pallet in which she could build a small fire.
Using the open bed of the truck, Vix settled in once the blaze was giving off some fair heat. She quickly stripped from her damp clothing and soaking wet socks, laying them close to the fire in order to dry.
Putting on her only other set of clothes—they had opted to keep no more than one spare set as they travelled in order to lessen the load—Vix settled in and opened her last can of food.. No matter what, she would need to forage tomorrow. Shaking her canteens, she was comforted in the fact that she still had one full and one partial. The other three had been used up in short order during the rowing expedition.
With the fire down to just embers, Vix climbed into the cab of the truck and closed the door. Stretching out on the long seat, she allowed herself to drift off to what she expected would be a fitful sleep. Between being alone, and the terrible ending that had befallen Harold and Gemma, she fully anticipated an evening of nightmares.
Vix woke feeling more refreshed than she had in a while. The nightmares had remained at bay. Instead, she had dreamed of the time before. She dreamed of her dear Ivor. She dreamed of trivia night in the pub. She dreamed of normal. It had been almost a cold slap when she awoke to the world of the dead. Somehow, those pleasant dreams had almost seemed crueler than had she been overwhelmed by nightmares.
Sitting up, Vix screamed. A face was staring in at her. It took a few heartbeats for her to realize that it was not one of the undead. This face was of a living man. He appeared to be in his early fifties, his graying hair overtaking what looked to have once been a full and curly mop of red. He had ruddy skin and eyes that sparkled with an uncommon happiness. Those eyes had gone wide when she had screamed, and he actually stumbled back a few steps. However, he seemed to quickly recover…smile and all.
Hand going immediately for her blade, Vix drew it and flashed it at the gawker. If he had ill intentions, then he would find they were not going to be easily met.
“You gave me one hell of a fright,” the man said.
Great, Vix scowled, a bloody Irishman.
“I don’t want any trouble, and if I am trespassing in your territory, I will be on my way,” Vix shouted through the glass.
This made the man bend over at the waist and laugh out loud. He finally stood up straight and gave his head a shake. 
“Ain’t nobody trespassing these days, lassie,” the man said with a smile that threatened to cut his face in half. “You look like you been through some of your worst days. Why not come on out and you can accompany me to the village. I am thinking it is just about time for the morning meal.”
Yeah…and I am probably going to be the main course, Vix thought.
“Did you find her Seamus?” a female voice hollered from somewhere not too far away.
“Aye…and I dunna think she is too fond of me,” the man cupped his hands and called back. “Might be on account of me being a fella…or she may just hate Irishmen.” With that last comment, he gave Vix a little wink.
Vix turned as a dozen people emerged from some thick brush. There were men, women, and even what looked like a few teens. A woman broke free from the group and came at a jog. She stopped at the truck and gave Vix a warm smile. Her dark hair cascaded down past her shoulders and her Indian features were obvious.
“Welcome to New England!” the woman said with open arms.
 
***
 
Juan felt cold hands slide across his face and he realized with a sudden surge of horror that he had no protective gloves or headgear. Bucking wildly, he rolled as a shadow fell over him. He heard a heavy thud and felt the weight of the corpse suddenly lift from him.
“Get up,” a voice barked.
Juan grabbed the hand that came for him and climbed to his feet to discover Keith and a few others. He raised his eyebrows in question, but Keith either ignored it or did not see it for what it was. 
Keith spun and shoved one of the men with him forward. “Protect the kids!” the man barked as he charged in and began hacking at the closest zombie.
Juan shook off the initial surprise and quickly joined in. It was a slaughter that ended within just a few minutes. Juan was wiping his blade off on some grass when Mackenzie rushed to him and threw her arms around his neck.
Tigah appeared and shoved his head in between his owners and let loose a big sigh. Juan jerked back and looked at the animal. There were at least three injuries that had been caused by the bite of a deader. 
He took the dog’s massive head in his hands and looked into the eyes. They were the same big brown orbs; staring back with the unconditional love that only a dog can offer. Maybe they would be lucky. Maybe dogs were like people in that some of them were immune to the bite of a deader.
Standing, Juan hugged the woman once more and then looked around. Eleven children between the ages of perhaps five through twelve were huddled together. The females that had made the trip with Mackenzie stood with the children and looked scared to death. And then there was Keith and the dozen men with him. Juan would start there.
“So what the hell happened?” Juan asked. He made sure to keep his voice down so as not to upset the women and children further.
“It was way worse than we thought and more than we could handle,” Keith began. He went on to explain that they ran into what they originally believed to be the invaders. There were at least forty or so, but with the element of surprise, he had thought they could take them out or perhaps send them running.
“We got bogged down in a fight that lasted longer than I liked.” Keith looked around at his men who, now that Juan gave them a closer look, all seemed exhausted to the point of being ready to collapse. “The real invasion force started to arrive.”
“It was a fucking army!” one of the men wailed. 
Juan and Keith both shot the man a hard look and he quickly shut his mouth.
“He’s right,” Keith whispered. “I would put their numbers at over five hundred…shit…maybe even a thousand. These folks have been out in this crap surviving since the beginning by the looks of it. They are packing firepower that made our stuff look like peashooters.”
“So how did you end up here?” Juan asked.
“Actually, we were coming upriver to see if we could help evacuate anybody that might have made it to the beach,” Keith replied. “But it seems that you were the only one.”
Juan felt his stomach twist. He had given that last speech about fighting for what the people of his community had built. It was his words that probably sent every one of those people to their deaths…or worse.
“You okay?” Keith asked. “I mean…you look kinda ill.”
“We need to get moving,” Juan said, dismissing the comment. “I have no idea if those people will send teams out…I doubt it, but I don’t want to stake our lives on it.”
“So we abandon our homes?” somebody asked.
Juan turned so that he had everybody in front of him. He felt the growing uncertainty. He had never wanted to be the person in charge. Somehow, it had been thrust upon his shoulders. The problem had been that he let it happen. He started to believe all the crap people said. He started to think that just maybe he was this new person who could take on the responsibility. 
That had been a lie.
The proof of his failure was staring back at him. From a community of over two hundred people, they were now thirty, and many of them children. Over half of the people that made it would not have been old enough to vote.
“I don’t care what you do,” Juan said with a shrug. “I am heading north. What you all do is your business.”
“North?” a few voices exclaimed.
There was a flurry of conversation, but Juan had already tuned it out. He turned to Mackenzie and took her hands in his.
“Here is the thing,” he started, “my only priority from here forward is you. If others join us, I don’t care, but I ain’t leading nobody, and I don’t want people asking me stuff. That ain’t who I am. I plan to try and go up to someplace like maybe Alaska. Maybe all the snow and stuff will keep the deaders away. I don’t know, but it is better than nothing.”
Mackenzie smiled up at Juan and kissed him on the chin. “My place is with you. Where you go, I will follow.”
With that, Juan took her by the hand. He glanced up at the sky and figured out that it was late enough in the day that the sun should be on his left shoulder if he was headed north. He could worry about finding maps later. Right now, he just wanted to start walking. 
 
***
 
Glenn peeked over the wall and found himself barely able to breathe. Cynthia was standing on the edge of the roof. She was holding a bundle in her arms. The armed patrol had fanned out and was basically holding her at gunpoint.
“If you are going to shoot me…then do it!” she called down.
Unfortunately for those gathered below, they had a bit of a problem as many of the zombies that had remained at the front doors of the school were now turning their attention to them. 
Glenn actually flinched when a hail of gunfire erupted. The undead spun and jittered as bullets tore them apart. It took several seconds, but it seemed like an eternity as the noise was almost constant. Then they turned on the herd. 
Glenn barely had time to duck before bullets flew in his general direction. The undead marched forward to their final demise and began to pile up in the street. Glenn could feel more than hear the bullets that hit the brick wall, tearing away chunks.
At last it was over. The silence rushed in to fill the void left by the abrupt absence of sound. Glenn could hear the blood rushing through his veins and his heart pounding not only in his chest, but his temples as well.
“Lady, what in the hell are you doing!” a man barked.
“This is my nephew…he was kidnapped by a terrible woman in there…my brother and his wife were murdered trying to save him. If you plan on stopping me, then you better just kill me now, because I am not giving up my nephew.”
“Whoa! Hold on…who is kidnapping who…and what lady are you talking about?” Glenn was listening very carefully; the man actually sounded confused.
The noise of a door slamming open sounded. Glenn decided to risk a look over the shot up brick wall. He felt a surge of anger blossom in his gut and had to fight the urge not to run out and kill the newcomer. 
“What in the hell is going on out here?” the woman who had called herself Ann screamed. “Do you know how long it took us to get these things gathered up and crowded in—”
“Her!” Cynthia shrieked and Glenn thought that she might actually drop Baby Xander. “That woman came into our camp, we were stupid enough to save her from those monsters and she repaid us by kidnapping my nephew. Now his mother and father are dead…turned into one of those things by her!”
“Wait a damn minute!” the man who was obviously the leader of the armed group shouted. “Doctor Cha, what in the hell is this lady talking about? Kidnapping babies and killing folks?”
“Don’t you start questioning me, Major Delpine. You were assigned here to protect my team and have done so admirably. But if you don’t think I am aware of some of the liberties that some of your men took—”
“That was a long time ago and those men were disciplined!”
Glenn had no idea what was going on, but it sounded like there were some fractures in this relationship. Just maybe he and Cynthia might leave here alive.
“We have a vital mission here, and you were sent to ensure that we had all we require. Your job is to provide our security and ensure our safety,” Dr. Cha snapped.
“And we have done so. We have even stayed out of your little lab like you asked, brought you your supplies by having to walk through the sewer system because you kicked us all out,” Major Delpine countered. His voice had a hard bitterness to it. “And when you have asked, we brought you those things for your lab despite the danger to my men and the fact that that sort of thing was never part of our assignment.”
“What does any of this have to do with my nephew?” Cynthia interrupted. “Or the fact that this woman…Ann…or Dr. Cha…or whatever her name is…it does not explain why she took my nephew. It does not explain why this child’s parents were murdered. It doesn’t explain why she has a nursery full of children that are being used like lab rats!”
“Actually,” Major Delpine shielded his eyes to get a better look up at Cynthia, “you’re right, ma’am. Doc, you want to fill us in on that? And what’s this about a room full of kids?”
Glenn noticed an uneasy murmur ripple through the soldiers. Perhaps they were not really aware of what was going on. And what the heck was his wife talking about? A room full of kids being used like lab rats?
“Do you think that we can find the cure for this without having to resort to extreme measures?” Dr. Cha challenged. “Did you not think we would need to break a few eggs along the way?”
“You can do whatever the hell you want with eggs, but kids? Is that what all the fuss was those months back? Was it you stealing the people’s children? Is that why we had that riot? Is that why my men had to shoot unarmed civilians?” Major Delpine roared.
Glenn’s head was spinning. He had no idea what they had stumbled into, but this sounded like a real-life nightmare. And judging by what he was seeing on the faces of the soldiers as well as the doctor, there were some secrets, or at least some long-standing suspicions, being revealed.
“Don’t you go pretending that you are an innocent in all this,” Dr. Cha shot back. “You were part of the grabbing of citizens early on—”
“We grabbed vagrants…criminals…not regular citizens,” the major cut her off. “And we never grabbed children.”
“You don’t understand,” Dr. Cha was almost pleading, “the children are different. We are seeing a difference in the ones that were turned, and we feel confident that the key to stopping this…to finding a cure…that it lies with the children.”
“You gotta be fucking kidding me.”
Glenn heard the major mutter that last line almost under his breath. He watched carefully, still not sure what was going to happen. His eyes flicked up to Cynthia. She had smartly taken the time to back up a few steps from the ledge. 
“Lady?” the major looked up and addressed Cynthia. “You can come down. Nobody is gonna hurt you. You can take your nephew and go. I don’t know what happened to that kid’s parents, I don’t know nothing ‘bout how they died or got turned to zombies—”
“Shoot him!” the doctor barked. “Shoot him now!”
Glenn saw a few men shift and start to bring their weapons up. The division was clear, but it was also very lopsided.
“Looks like we got ourselves a predicament,” the major said with a deep sadness etched on his face. “Men, take the weapons of those boys. We will deal with them later. As for the doc and this lab, “I want a team to go inside. If anybody resists or tries to do anything to stop or hinder you,” he glanced over and made sure to lock eyes with Dr. Cha, “then you are authorized to shoot them.”
Glenn had seen enough. “Coming out!” he yelled. Guns turned and were trained on him as he made his way out from his hiding place, stepping carefully over the bodies strewn everywhere.
Twenty minutes later, both he and Cynthia, who refused to let go of the baby, had been escorted to a building that had once been the Moab Valley Inn according to the wooden sign out front. The place was fenced in and well-fortified.
Both were questioned. Glenn’s took longer as he was the one who was able to tell about the house where he had left Kyle and Mel. He got the feeling that he had just uncovered something ugly. Major Delpine had been visibly angry and upset when he had heard that particular part of his account.
At last all the questioning was over and the couple was reunited. They were given a hot meal and asked to please remain for the time being while a few aspects of their story were investigated. That night, just as he was drifting off to sleep with Cynthia in his arms and Baby Xander in a crib that had been stored someplace in one of the hotel storage rooms, he was almost certain that he heard distant gunfire.
He had a lot of questions for his wife, but they could wait for later. He was just glad that they were together, that the baby was safe, and that it looked like there were still some good people left in the world. When they had been eating dinner, Glenn had mentioned that maybe they could think about staying here, but Cynthia had shaken her head. She had not elaborated, so he let it be. Honestly, he didn’t care, just as long as he was with his wife.
 
***
 
“Everybody just stop what you are doing and cut down Mr. Miller!” Ronni yelled.
The fact that every single head had turned her way was just a bit disconcerting. Ronni had never liked being the focus of attention. She had never been what you might consider shy, but she was certainly not somebody who sought out the spotlight.
“Ronni, just what do you think that you are doing?” Brett called back. He made a gesture with his arms and the group gathered around him started to spread out.
“I wouldn’t get any ideas,” Ronni warned. “I already reloaded this baby. If you all don’t stop and just keep your hands out where I can see them, I will put one of those nasty little grenades right in the middle of your group.”
“Okay…but then what?” Brett asked. He got a cocky look on his face that Ronni wanted to slap right off.
“It won’t matter after that. A bunch of you will be dead. Maybe I get another shot, or maybe I have to pull my pistol and shoot as many as I can before you take me down, but how many of you are prepared to die?”
“If we die today, then we go to our Lord,” Brett retorted.
Ronni actually laughed out loud and just shook her head. That seemed to make the man angry.
“Just what is so damn funny?”
“I used to hear people say stuff like that in movies or on the television. That was fine for a show, but in real life, it has been my very limited experience that not many people are really all that anxious to just die. These days, I would think that was even more the case than usual. After all, we have made it a year after the zombies came. Some of us have had to do terrible things…some have seen the stuff of nightmares, yet we have all managed to get here…get this far.”
There was a silence for a span of a few heartbeats. Ronni took that moment to get a look at the faces of some of the people that were following Brett.
“You know,” she resumed after nobody else seemed like they were going to say anything, “my dad probably saved you a dozen times. And back at that stupid FEMA center, he offered to take you along with us when we left. Somewhere along the way, you just kind of turned into a dick. Maybe we should have just gone and left when you got nabbed by this place.”
“And what is it that you think is going on here?” Brett took a few steps forward to separate himself from the crowd a little further.
“I think that you and your crazy friends have gone on some religious kick and are acting like idiots.” Ronni brought the grenade launcher up as if to remind Brett of its existence.
“We are trying to save you,” Bret exclaimed. “We are trying to save you and your dad.”
“What makes you think that we need saving?”
“You have been touched by God!” 
A peculiar light sparked in the man’s eyes. Ronni had seen a picture of a man on a tee shirt that had that same look. When she had asked her mom who the man on the shirt was and been told it was Charles Manson, she’d had to ask who that was. She had been fascinated and horrified by the answer. It was that same look that she saw in Brett’s eyes at this very moment.
“Why? Because I am immune to the bite?” Ronni scoffed. “I’m not the only one. And it don’t make me special. It ain’t no different than when everybody would get the flu but me when I was younger. It’s nothing!”
“But you’re wrong,” Brett countered. “You are special, as are all the others who are spared from this wretched disease. It will be people like you and me that repopulate this world. We will help humanity reclaim the earth from the vast hordes of undead.”
Ronni saw something new flash across a few of the faces of the men that were with Brett’s people. She did not like it one bit. She had to stifle a shiver that simmered just below the surface of her gooosebump-ridden skin.
“You are crazy,” Ronni said with a shake of her head. “And I wouldn’t want to repopulate anything with you.”
Ronni squeezed the trigger. Brett had thought he was being clever. He thought that she had not seen the five men that had ducked inside the big barn. He probably thought that he had her attention focused entirely on him. 
The strangely weak sound came, but it was quickly followed by a horrendous explosion when the projectile arced through the air and into the wide open doors of the loft. Flames, straw, and chunks of wood and what had to be body parts erupted from the huge open square entry. It had the added bonus of causing the beam to break that Dustin was hanging from, sending the man gracelessly to the ground where he stayed sprawled in a heap.
While everybody was busy ducking the falling debris, Ronni took that time to get her weapon reloaded. She was just bringing it up to her shoulder when Brett recovered. He screamed in anger, but when she leveled the launcher directly at him, the man halted.
In the dirt was the smoldering upper torso of one of the men that had been in the loft. More than one set of eyes had fixed on that horrible sight. Ronni had a feeling that a good many of Brett’s followers were quickly deciding that the whole idea of dying now and meeting God in just a moment was not exactly something they were in a hurry to do.
“How about you all just toss any sort of weapons that you might have on the ground and then put your hands up where I can see them,” a voice called from the behind Brett.
“Tina!” Ronni practically squealed.
“Hey there, cupcake,” the woman hollered back as she emerged with a dozen armed men and women. “Pretty slick move of yours not to tell me that it was people instead of zombies causing all the ruckus. But when I got close and heard what was happening, I went for a little backup.”
“But what about…” Ronni stopped and her eyes went to where Dustin was on the ground. She could not see any signs of movement. Tina’s eyes followed hers and the woman broke into a sprint.
After that, it was sort of chaotic. More people showed up in support of Tina. She had apparently sent the word out. The sad news was that Scott had been killed in all of the madness. Somebody had stabbed him in the stomach and he had bled out. Ronni had felt responsible, but it was Dustin who later told her that he had been dead before she had even gotten back, and that even if she had made it in time, there was almost no chance that he would have recovered.
The good news was that it seemed that all of Brett’s followers had been involved in the big barn fiasco. By that night, they had all been locked up. Ronni had asked what would become of them. It was Dustin that answered.
“We will give them the option to leave…or be put to death.”
“But aren’t you worried that they will just come back?” Ronni had asked as she sat beside her father’s bed, holding his hand while the man continued to sleep.
“We can’t live our lives worrying about those sorts of things. And despite what they attempted to do, I am not any man’s judge. Let their God do that when the time comes.”
Ronni did not care much for the response, but none of that really mattered. She had the only thing she cared about right beside her…her dad.
 
***
 
Jody smiled as the tiny fortified town of Hope came into view. He’d been given not only what he considered a bit of good news, but he had also learned something that might help ease the darkness that had settled on his soul.
He and Danny had enjoyed a welcoming and surprisingly enjoyable visit with Kat. After the hugs, they sat down and Kat told them all about the guy she was living with. 
As it turns out, Pitts had been far more civilized in his approach than Jody. They had what was basically a speed dating “fair” of sorts. There was food and live music. All of the women were brought to a home where they were able to clean up and pick out some nice clothes. Then, they were allowed to wander from table to table where men sat patiently. Kat had been hesitant. At one point, a man approached her and signed! He had been one of the soldiers tasked with scouting Hope and told her that he had seen her around, but what got his attention was that she used sign language. His mother had been deaf.
She and all of the other ladies were actually very happy. However, they all agreed that they did not cherish the idea of having a child and simply leaving it behind if it happened to be a girl. Jody decided to risk revealing part of what Pitts had offered to each one provided they keep it quiet. He stressed that until the formal treaty was signed (an aspect of this that he found ridiculous, but if it made Pitts feel better, than so be it), it was important that they not say anything to the people of Swifton. 
 “Can you believe that freaking George?” Danny hooted for about the hundredth time. “This whole time we thought that woman was riding him into the ground and the dirty bastard was loving every minute of it.”
“I’m gonna miss him,” Jody sighed. “He was always a voice of reason.”
“It ain’t like you will never see him again.”
“Yeah…but still, he was one of the first people we met.”
“Okay…and which part are you having fond memories of?” Danny said with a scowl. “The part where they tried to nab us on horseback like we were escapees in Planet of the Apes, or is it the time they drugged us and tied us up to be interrogated?”
Jody just shook his head. When he arrived at the entry gate, he was surprised to find a good many of the people living in Hope were waiting. This will make it quick and easy, Jody thought.
“Have everybody assemble in the gym right away,” Jody called out as he came through the gate. 
He noticed a lot of attention being given to Jess and the others who had friends and family among the girls that had been sent to Swifton. What he didn’t notice, and now realized that it was blatantly absent, was any sign of the women from the other community. A dose of something close to fear pumped into his system.
He saw Selina and waded through the crowd to get by her side. As soon as he was close enough, he asked, “Where are they?”
“Who?” Selina asked innocently, pulling up short when she saw the expression on Jody’s face.
“You know who,” he practically snarled. “The women?”
Selina’s eyes widened as she seemed to suddenly understand. “Oh…they are all over at the school. They have some really neat ideas for teaching the little ones how to work in a garden and think it is a game.” She came to Jody and placed her hands on his chest. “Did you think something had been done to them?”
Jody remained silent and Selina pushed away enough to look up at him and make direct eye contact. “Folks here are not that way, Jody. We may have some problems with everything that is going on, but these people…just like the folks at Bald Knob…they ain’t like that…like what you think.”
Jody felt embarrassed and dropped his head. Selina took his hand and they walked to the gym together. As they did, he filled her in on what was proposed.
“So, do you think that they will go for it?”
“I think they are going to absolutely love it!” Selina all but squealed. “If this is for real, you are talking about two communities coming together, building towards each other and sharing instead of taking. What more could folks want in times like these?”
Jody sat outside the school, waiting for the last of the stragglers to file in. Selina sat beside him, holding his hand. She kept pointing out some of the highlights of what he had shared and exclaiming that it was the best news that she thought anybody had heard in the past year.
At last it looked like everybody was inside. Jody stood, but Selina turned him to her one more time. “You will be seen as a hero…I might have to fight the girls off after this.”
“All I did was talk to Pitts, we sorted things out in a way that we felt would be the most likely to benefit everybody and give us a chance to live…not just survive,”
“And that is why you are a hero,” Selina said cheerfully as she walked with Jody into the school.
The halls were empty and there was a hush. It was almost eerily quiet. Jody opened the door to the gym and saw the bleachers full of expectant faces. A round of “shushing” noises echoed in the cavernous room. Jody let the door shut behind him. As it clanged, Danny stood and started clapping. It was joined by ones and twos until the entire crowd was a solid wall of sound.
Jody glanced at Danny with an arched eyebrow. The man just winked and put his fingers to his mouth in order to let loose a piercing wolf whistle. Figures that guy can’t keep a secret, Jody mused as he walked to the small stage.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jody shouted above the din as loud as he could, “I bring you an offering of peace…”
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For Denise, my wife and my strength
And Ms. Bose, the teacher who said, “Write!”
 
* * * * *
 



Author’s Note
 
Let me introduce myself…
No writer of zombie fiction can pen an acknowledge-ment of thanks to everybody who helps or gave support without mentioning The Godfather of the American Zombie…George A. Romero.  “All hail the king!”
I’ve always been curious about those seemingly self-serving author’s acknowledgment pages.  Now I understand.  No writer can do this alone, and to not say “Thank you” is kinda rude.  And I already know that I’ll miss somebody, so to you…the person I miss…I thank you first!
Now…I have to thank Michael DeNoma for “one more proof reading”.  Hopefully we caught most of the glitches.  Ian Lohrman, for listening to his deranged “roommate” ramble on endlessly about zombies as well as doing his best to stay awake as I read my drafts out loud.  All my readers and critics at Fanfiction.com and Fictionpress.com who encouraged and supported me and let me know that it was time to get this done.  To “Mindy” and “Piggy” for being excited about this experience.  To my favorite zombie writers who don’t know I exist but inspire me with their stories: Tony Monchinski, Rhiannon Frater, David Wellington, Brian Keene, and Kim Paffenroth. 
There are two people who really made this happen and deserve special thanks.  The first is my college writing instructor, Ms. Mardel James-Bose.  It was in her creative writing class that she told me to “just go for it and write what you love!” I doubt this is what she had in mind.  The second is my wife, Denise.  I save the best for last.  I will never be able to express adequate thanks for all you do.  Your belief never faltered, even when all I had were doubts.  The editing, finding maps, “mood music” (Goblin and Future Sounds of London) and just listening to my endless yammering.  This book is as much yours as mine.
Now…enough of the real world
“Please to enjoy.”
TW Brown
November 2009
 



Prologue
 
Saturday, December 29
 
Greetings. My name is Samuel Todd. I live in a suburb of a fairly large northwestern city. I am the guy who delivers your papers early in the wee hours of the morning and I gotta say...you see some pretty hairy shit in the middle of the night when all the “normal” folks are in bed.
I’ve been a fan of the internet since Q-Link, that may give away my age but that’s cool. So, I finally decided to start a blog. With some of the stuff I’ve seen, hell...I thought about writing a book, but I don’t have the—
What is it that writers have?
(Besides talent smarty pants)
Determination?
Drive?
Stick-to-it-iveness.
Yep. That’s it.
Instead, I’ve decided to just ramble on and share my odd adventures and observations. A few things about me. I’m single. Well, actually, I’m divorced. Twice. I have a daughter from marriage number two. Elizabeth Marie. She goes by Beth, has since she was seven. She’s an insane fourteen this most recent December 15th. Every year for her birthday, I get the guys in our little band “The Stupid Muses” together. We put the phone on speaker and I sing that KISS song, Beth. It’s cheesy, but I still get away with it due to it being tradition. The first three years I did it in our garage. Mine and Erin’s (Erin is Elizabeth’s mom). My daughter would sit on the washing machine with her little hands clasped under her chin and just beam. Her curly dark brown hair framed her perfectly oval face and those hazel eyes actually sparkled.
I’m drifting off the deep end, aren’t I? Sorry, but when it comes to daddy’s little girl, I get a bit misty.
In a nutshell, that is my life.
Besides delivering the newspaper, I play guitar and sing in a small-time band. Mostly we do parties, reunions and stuff. It doesn’t pay much, but I make enough to get by and still keep up on my child support. Erin never trips if I’m late. She knows I’m good for it. She and I still get along okay. When it comes to Elizabeth, our little Beth, differences are set aside. It’s not our daughter’s fault that her parents couldn’t spend longer than an hour together without verbally shredding each other.
Anyways, it’s getting late so I gotta get to the Center and get my load of papers. I picked today to start this blog because the craziest shit is on New Year’s and full moons. Check with me tomorrow and hopefully I’ll have something juicy..
 
 



Chapter 1
 
Tuesday, January 1
 
Holy crap! What a night I’ve had! This is why I decided to start blogging...
I arrived at just after 2:30 a.m. to pick up the papers for my route. We had two no-shows so Gabriel (this old Mexican who has been delivering papers for like 20 years!) and I split the routes which was kind of a drag. But it happens every year. That is one thing you folks who walk out in your jammies and scoop up your paper each day don’t realize. Even more than the mailman, we HAVE to deliver despite rain, sleet, snow...or drunken no-shows. Some folks say that the internet is killing the daily paper. I think that’s a load of crap. Nothing replaces flippin’ to your favorite section over a steaming cup of coffee. Plus, I love me some Get Fuzzy.
Anyways, I load up and check the extra route list so I can economize my trip as much as possible. The cost of gas is what will kill the morning paper way before the internet does. I roll out and pass the annual DUI parade complete with flashing lights and circus clowns trying in utter futility to pass field sobriety tests. I pull into this apartment complex. Real nice sorta upscale place. I get out to unload about ten papers at the office/rec center and hear this noise coming from one of the covered parking lots. Sure as hell, one of our local television news team has herself bent over the hood of this shiny silver Lexus. I recognize her right away only because it is the station I always watch as I’m eating dinner. Her milky white skin practically glows in the dark! And the words coming out of her mouth are a drunken slur of everything she can’t say in front of the camera at 5 and 6:30 p.m.! I am tuning in tonight for sure with a whole new perspective!
Other than that…saw loads of drunks pissing in dark corners, a good share of teenage kids puking (happy freakin’ New Year!) and one nasty accident that signaled the end of the line for at least one idiot.
So here’s a question—what possesses folks after all the stats, stories and movies-of-the-week to still get behind the wheel of a car and crank it up after getting looped? If drunk drivers were charged with murder, would it deter anybody? People argue that murder has to be done with forethought. Ain’t nobody goes out and ties one on by mistake.
Well, I’ve got a day of Bowl games to watch. My baby-girl, Beth, she’s bringing her new boyfriend over to watch the games with dad. That’s the closest thing to a date she’s gonna get…at least until she turns sixteen. I plan on doing a lot of cheering…and glaring.
 
Wednesday, January 2
 
Simple question. What the hell is wrong with kids these days? When I went to a girlfriend’s parents’ house… I was a damned saint. “Yes sir.” “No ma’am.” “Lovely house, Mrs. Casteel.”  “How ‘bout them Blazers?”
This kid was using his tongue like a dipstick in my daughter’s throat. ON! MY! COUCH! I stood there like an idiot for like ten seconds! Now I’m the asshole. Can you believe it? Is our society that far gone? If it is, somebody please hit the RESET button.
 
Thursday, January 3
 
I’m gonna have to pick a different channel to watch my evening news. Every time I see that woman...I get all worked up! As for my daughter’s “boyfriend”, I got a call this morning from my ex, she said Beth was totally embarrassed. But the good news is...not by me! Sure, she yelled at me and threw a fit, but it was because she was mortified that her boyfriend did what he did. She said that when I went into the kitchen to grab the snacks, he took that moment to just go for it. Now my daughter wants to come over on the 7th and catch the LSU vs. Ohio St. game with me...alone! Erin and I have raised a good girl even with a buster marriage. I think a lot of folks put blame on divorced parents for much of today’s problem children. I can see where a two-parent household has its advantages.  But marriage does not make good parents.
Our band has a gig tomorrow night at a company holiday party. That will give me enough for my date with my girlfriend-du-jour, Megan. We are going to dinner and a movie. It’s my turn to pick the movie.  I’m set on the new I AM LEGEND flick. I love those end-of-the-world-apocalypse type films. However, that means she picks the restaurant, blech! Another fancy-smancy place with some bite-sized tidbit in the middle of the plate. I’ll have to down a burger before I pick her up. For our next date, I pick the restaurant…and I gotta find a place that loads up on the food without costing a month’s rent. Also, by the next time I get to pick a movie, I’m thinking CLOVERFIELD. Anybody out there got any ideas?
 
Friday, January 4
 
Guess I’ll be going to see I AM LEGEND alone. When I went to the gig this evening everything was roses. Did I not mention that it is Megan’s company where she works as an insurance adjuster that my band was booked to play? So we started at five and there was quite a spread at this little soiree. I notice Megan tossing back a few, which is fine. I mean, I don’t drink, but to each his own. During the second break I look for her. Mostly for an ego boost. You know, ask how we sound…she tells me we’re great. But I don’t see her anyplace. Now this office complex is kinda big. Nine-story building, lots of space. I figure if she didn’t want to get caught riding cowgirl-style on some desk-jock, she could of at least gone up a few floors. I had a lot of ways that I could have responded. I like to think I was classy. I waited until she came back into the big banquet room…and then I had the band kick into Roxanne by the Police. There was enough eye contact for her to know the score. I didn’t see her the rest of the night.
I think I’ll go see my old high school buddy tomorrow. Soon as I finish my route tonight I’ll drive out to godforsaken nowhere, (which is where the prison he’s doing time in is located) and say “hi”. Nothing makes your problems seem small like visiting a guy in prison.
 
Saturday, January 5
 
I don’t have a lot of time to write this because I need at least a nap before work. I did go see I AM LEGEND. It was okay. Don’t take that as me saying it wasn’t worth seeing. Just had potential to be better. Maybe an actor without such a STAR BILLING would’ve given me more. He was just too…Will Smithy. I saw the movie after I visited my friend. For obvious reasons, I imagine most folks will be turned off by the whole “friend-in-prison” thing. Yeah, well, you guys don’t know Paul.
Paul is a regular guy. He got caught up in a pretty nasty deal. See…Paul is in prison on a sex crime. I bet that perked your ears (or, I guess, eyes). He says he didn’t do it. Him and every other guy in prison, right? I want to believe him. He’s my friend. Has been for years…but a charge like he got always makes you wonder just a bit.
Here’s what I can tell you. He divorced this girl who had three kids from three different fathers. Everybody tried to warn him, but he was trying to be Kaptan Save-a-ho. Anyways, he finally wises up and leaves. Problem is, he had legally adopted all three kids. So, now he’s paying child support (something those kids’ real dads never did). 
A few years later he gets re-married. Eventually, they have their own kid. The new wife starts bugging Paul about this child support bill. Paul ain’t seen that ex or those kids in five years by now, and calls to see if she’ll agree to less money. He finds out that two of the kids have gone to live with their REAL dads! What’s more, this broad is on welfare and draining Paul for support with only one kid at her house and a live-in boyfriend that welfare is unaware of. He threatens to turn her in if she doesn’t agree to modify the child support. A month later he is arrested and charged with sexually abusing two of the three kids. His public defender told him to plead down to only two of the ten counts and avoid a trial. When Paul asked why he should do that if he was innocent, the lawyer told him all those kids had to do was point and cry and he would do fifty years on all counts versus only ten years for two!
That’s his story. I believe him because I’ve known him since we were ten. But for the rest of his life…he’s screwed.
We had a good visit. He only has about a year and a half left, so we talked about him staying with me when he first gets out. He said it was a bad idea because I couldn’t have my daughter visit me with him living there. I told him I’d help any way I can. When I left he looked me in the eye, shook my hand, and thanked me for taking the time to come and see him. He said his family totally cut him off so he hadn’t had a visit in about six months (the last time I came out). His wife divorced him and took out a restraining order so he couldn’t call his son. That was almost nine years ago. I called my daughter as soon as I got to my car.
Like I said, if you think you’re having a bad day…visit somebody in prison.
 
Sunday, January 6
 
My mind is still sorta flashing back on my visit with Paul. Tomorrow, I’m gonna spend a day watching a Bowl game with my daughter. I wonder what Paul will be doing. We played football together and I know he loves the game. Crazy.
Megan has left about twenty messages on my machine. I really don’t care. I mean, I did. That was until I drove by her place last night after I did my route. She musta forgot that I’m out and about in the middle of the night. That car in her driveway behind her ugly little Prius was parked next to her ugly Prius at work just about five hours later.
No, I wasn’t stalking. Just looking. I barely even slowed down as I drove by. Besides, she’s the one leaving messages on MY answering machine.
 
Monday, January 7
 
Last night was one of those nights that you only hear about. It becomes like an Urban Legend. I was almost done with my route and, as I am prone to do, I pulled into a 7-11 for a refill on my coffee. Sitting at the light waiting to turn left and then hook into the store’s parking lot, I can see inside the store very clearly. Two guys with hooded sweatshirts are at the counter…with guns!
I flip my cell open and punch my emergency button. The 9-1-1 operator answers and I give all the information, including the make and model of the car idling in front of the building. I sat there on the line as the two guys run out, jump in their car and peel out in reverse. About the time they almost pull out onto the street, a pair of squad cars squeal in and block the parking lot exit.
I watched the whole arrest. Then I ended up spending half an hour giving a statement. Mr. Singh, the guy who works the counter on the graveyard shift, told me my coffee is free forever! He even gave me this laminated card that I can use in any 7-11 for a free cup!
Tonight, my daughter is coming over for the big game! All in all, I’d say this is a pretty good day. Only five messages from Megan on my machine when I woke up. Maybe she’s getting the hint.
 
Tuesday, January 8
 
Crazy world! I got a call from the regional manager for 7-11. They want to give me a reward. The company has some sort of policy. What kind of world is this that there is a ‘Company Policy’ for rewarding “people who assist in the apprehension of the person or persons” who rob their stores?
I had a blast watching the game with Beth. We each started with a stack of quarters and bet on everything from who would convert a 3rd and long situation to who would score last. She’s gonna make some guy a great wife one day.
It’s strange how worked up fathers get over their daughter dating, yet gush over what a great wife or mother they will grow up to be.
 
Wednesday, January 9
 
There is a bit of a co-worker type relation with my fellow Muses. To be honest, music might take a lot of work but it ain’t “work”. I love it. I enjoy playing.  Sometimes we get in a groove on a song and will jam for twenty to thirty minutes straight. Music is something you feel.  A job is something you do. I respect all you folks who park yourself in that cubicle and grease the American Wheel. I just choose not to join you in your slow, death-by-boredom lifestyles. Sure, I may not be loaded, but I pay my bills, tend to my support obligations, and that is something a lot of those nine-to-fivers can’t say. I mean I just never got caught up in the “gotta have the newest, biggest, brightest toy” sickness that is so prevalent in our society.
On more entertaining fronts, I’m going to watch my daughter’s basketball game tonight. Erin was sweet enough to warn me that her boyfriend, Brandon, would also be in attendance. I think she’s gonna marry the guy. He seems nice I guess. It is funny to watch him get a little irked when Erin hugs me in her normal greeting. If the guy paid attention, he would notice that Erin hugs everybody “hello” and “goodbye”. I do think that guy makes her happy, and Beth says he is a good listener and helps with homework…all that stuff.
 
Thursday, January 10
 
I had to go to this “ceremonial” thing to pick up my reward. They gave me $1000 and a plaque for my wall. A lot of fuss in my opinion. I just called 9-1-1. Well, it was a really nice gesture, and I’m glad they felt that the officers who made the actual arrest deserved wall plaques as well. Plus, to sweeten the deal, Mr. Singh’s manager gave a Free Coffee card to each of them. That was nice.
Beth was mad that I hadn’t told her.  Then, Erin called and chewed me out for pretty much the same thing. Now, they want to take me out to dinner. THAT is why I didn’t say anything. Now I gotta sit through a whole meal with Brandon trying to pretend he’s not totally uncomfortable. That, in turn, makes me uncomfortable.
By the way…my daughter’s team lost. However, Beth scored nine points and had six rebounds. She’s pretty fierce on the court. She must get it from her mom; I was a band geek in high school.
 
Friday, January 11
 
Erin called this morning. She wants Beth to stay the weekend. The hospital she works at is getting a planeload of some of those poor Indonesian folks that survived a series of big mud slides a couple of weeks ago. I guess they have to prepare a whole floor for those people. Also, a bunch of the rescuers are getting sick. Erin says that there might be some nasty virus involved. She said that this weekend her entire nurses’ shift was selected to prep the floor, and I guess a couple of the doctors are going to go over some sort of battle plan.
I realize that we are the wealthiest nation and all that. It’s just, we run around and help these poorer countries, and what does it get us? The world hates us. I bet if we cut off all our aid and pulled all our troops and just sealed off the country, then these countries would be at our door begging within a year. Maybe not Iraq or Russia.
Seriously, we have our own disasters to deal with. Starving children for one.  Sure, they can play football in New Orleans again, but what about those poor folks who still don’t have a place to live? How about all those sick first-responders from 9-11? I don’t mean to sound heartless, but until there are no children going hungry in Detroit, gang warfare is ended in South Central LA, and you can actually eat a fish you catch in the Columbia River without sucking in more mercury than you would from a gross of old-fashioned thermometers, we need to focus our attention inwards.
 
Saturday, January 12
 
Brandon—Erin’s boyfriend—called…I guess this Indonesia thing is nastier than the papers say. Of course with the NFL playoffs rolling towards the Big Game, the election politics, and the insanity that is the Middle East, nobody is talking about Indonesia. I’ll bet almost nobody heard about the “Lost World” find in a jungle never touched by modern man. Mudslides and volcanic activity are just grinding that place. Hospitals all over Europe and the states are preparing to take in a whole slew of people. The CDC is overseeing the United States’ participation by having representatives at each of the approved wards. I guess there was some attempt at quarantine, but too many relief workers had come and gone. Whatever these people have is already popping up all over the place. They (the CDC) are hoping to gather as many people as they can and try to control the mess. I thought they were bringing in people from Indonesia. Turns out they are scooping up our own people who have been exposed by returning relief workers. 
I guess Beth will be staying with me for longer than the weekend. The band has a gig next Friday at some frat party. She wants to come and help with set-up. So, my choice is to leave her home alone for an entire day on the rare opportunity I have to spend a large block of time together, or bring her to a frat party.
 
Sunday, January 13
 
Wow! Erin called to talk to Beth. I guess Brandon was flown to some hospital in Virginia. I might have failed to mention that he is a doctor. He’s some biology specialist. Deals with contagious stuff. Mostly he has been dealing with West Nile. A hospital in Virginia has a pair of scientists who were in on that Indonesian find. They discovered some sort of giant rat that is like three times the size of a large city rat. Seems these things weren’t afraid of people at all and just walked around the research team like it was no big deal.
Erin says every single one of those researchers got sick. But not until after they came home. So, nobody is sure if they got sick from the site, or if it was exposure to the relief workers who came home on the same flight.
She did say they were receiving their first patients tomorrow. Beth is worried that her mom (and Brandon) will get sick.
I wasn’t…until now.
 
Monday, January 14
 
Nobody gives much thought as to what happens in the world when they’re sleeping. It is almost as if everything is on pause…like a giant version of the children’s game Red Light! Green Light! With our eyes closed, everything stops. We are an egotistical organism.
Things in the night do continue to move, I believe the reason we tend not to think about it is because of fear. Every morning, we wake up one day closer to death. Death cannot be stopped.  Genocide in Africa. Unrest in Pakistan. Nuclear threats in Iran and North Korea. Plagues closing the cities of Bangalore and Mumbai in India. And now Singapore is simply shut down. Nothing is coming in or out.
Today, there was a story on page six that claims some small town in Mississippi called Natchez is going under some sort of quarantine.  I’ve tried to get ahold of Erin to see if any of this is something I should be worried about. I tried to watch television news last night/this morning as I was getting ready to go to work for any information. All I got was the latest on which Hollywood Starlet is driving while drunk, which movie stars just broke up ending a tired use of two individual names as one to describe their entity as a couple. Well, at least they each got their own first names back. (When did that trend start, and could it please go away!)
I am convinced there is no such thing as actual news anymore. Every event needs a catchy title and a graphic. Since when did I need a panel of experts I’ve never heard of to explain an event’s relevance to me.  What it means to the presidential candidates. And, how it may possibly effect global warming? By tomorrow, whatever this sickness is that is causing so much grief will have a market-tested name and a panel of scientists who predicted it.
 
Tuesday, January 15
 
Something is definitely not right. Last night, I was doing my route.  Nothing new or strange. I was on this stretch of a long, winding, sorta rolling country road where I have a flock of subscribers with the paper boxes attached to their mailboxes. So I stop and, as I always do, grab a bundle. One of my customers is this sweet little old lady who makes me a snack. I usually stuff everybody’s paper, then walk hers to the door. If the porch light is on, I knock…if not, I place her paper inside her screen door. Tonight, the light was on.
I knocked and nobody answered. I got worried, I mean she’s an old gal and, well, she could have had a heart attack or something. I knocked a few more times and then, to be sure, I walked around the outside. When I got to her back door, it was open. She was lying on the kitchen floor in a pool of blood.
I’d like to say I was brave and bold and rushed in to help. Instead…I ran. When I got to my car, I grabbed my phone and called the cops. I had to give statements and all that garbage. One of the cops started to give me the business. Asking me a bunch of crazy questions. That was, until the paramedics came out and word spread that some sort of animal had torn her up. (I don’t want to use her name until I know her family has been told. I never understood why the news withheld that stuff—until now.)
That bulldog of a cop let up on me after he went inside to have his own look. It must’ve been bad, because when he came back, he looked pretty pale. Eventually, I was allowed to get back in my car, finish my job, and go home.
But it is tonight that has made things a bit weird. I woke up to Beth telling me that Erin still hasn’t called. When I called the hospital, I got an “all circuits are busy” recording.  At a hospital? Adding to all the really bad feelings I’m getting, the news had a story about an ambulance that went off the road. I looked in time to see that it was the one from that little old lady’s house. It hadn’t gotten far because I could see a few landmarks I recognized. According to the news, no bodies were found at the scene.
Beth is coming with me to work tonight.
 
Wednesday, January 16
 
This ain’t SARS or West Nile, that’s for damn sure. Something really bad is going on. Beth is hysterical. I’m a bit freaked myself. This morning, Beth and I tried to check in on Erin since we haven’t heard from her in a few days which, in case you’re wondering, is totally out of character. Even when Beth only spends the weekend, Erin never fails to call every day. She’s a really good mom.
The hospital is under some sort of quarantine! There is a whole pack of National Guard set up around the place. News crews are being kept outside a two-mile perimeter! Apparently there are situations like this popping up all over. Not just here in the states either!
Whatever this is...it’s global.  Two of the nineteen route drivers did not show up for work last night/this morning. The news on the television and radio are all about guessing...since nobody is really sure what is going on. If things are being kept quiet here in the United States, it is absolutely silent out of Indonesia, Japan, China...it’s like that whole part of the world has gone dark.
 
Thursday, January 17
 
That does it! Until I know what the hell is going on, I’m not going back to work. We still haven’t heard from Erin…the news is reporting that everything is shutting down all over the world. I don’t even know if this blog will continue to post. The freakin’ internet is shutting down! Sites like YouTube are just gone. This, on the heels of the rumor that all news is being “monitored” by the government.
It’s like some conspiracy theorist’s nightmare come to life. Nobody knows what is going on.  And if they do, they can’t or won’t say anything. With everything going down, last night there was only seven of us that showed up for work at the paper. Not that it mattered, the issue was so thin (22 pages total) the delivery driver said only a quarter of the trucks loaded out.
Beth and I went to the grocery store. It was practically stripped bare! I talked to Bill, the manager, he said almost none of his deliveries came last night. Still, we grabbed what we could.
When we got home, all the television stations were off... an Emergency Broadcast Alert screen is all we have now. Even on MTV! Something is bad. Very bad.        
 
Late evening 
 
It’s late, but Beth and I are heading over to Erin’s house. She just called and is at home. She asked us to hurry over. Beth is frantic. I think she heard the strain in her mother’s voice, too. She told us not to stop for anybody we might see that looks injured. When I tried to ask questions, she just told me “shut up and trust her”.
 
Friday, January 18
 
This has now become a running journal. I don’t know how long we’ll be able to keep this up, but for any who find this…if nothing else, you can maybe learn from any mistakes I make.
Whatever this sickness is, it has made its way around the world. I imagine Beth and I don’t have long. We arrived to find Erin unconscious at the top of the stairs inside her house.
She looks almost like her skin is made of shiny, gray wax. She is soaked with sweat and panting like a woman in labor. She has a deep gouge in her forearm that looks like something tore at her. It was wrapped in gauze, but had soaked through so bad that we had to cut away the bandages (which smelled rotten, like raw chicken left on the counter for a couple of days). Beth almost puked, but she was a real trooper. We cleaned and re-bandaged the wound.  Erin never woke up. She moaned a lot, and a couple of times her panting would just stop. Then, all of a sudden, she would gasp and start panting again.
The EBS announced that the government has declared that a virus of unknown origin is spreading rapidly and individuals are to remain indoors. The illness is causing ‘violent madness’. Those infected should be restrained, and there are confirmed reports that the sick have savagely attacked their caretakers.
I’ve tried to call a few people I know, but the phones are jammed.  Basically, we’re stuck here and I doubt anybody will come help if I did manage to get through. If you are reading this, we are just outside of Portland, Oregon…due west in a suburb called Aloha. The house is a brown, two-story just behind Cooper Mountain Elementary.
 
* * * * *
 
It is just past ten in the morning. I’ve dozed off and on. Erin has shown no change. Beth and I had a little argument about restraining her mom. I guess we’ll leave her for now. If she wakes up and starts acting violently, we’ll do the tying-up thing.
I’m pretty sure I heard screams and gunshots nearby. The phone is still down and I’m not leaving my daughter alone to go look.
Christ! I don’t know what to do! Other than the one EBS announcement, there has been nothing. I keep hearing sirens, but nothing has come close enough that I could try and flag down for help. Erin shows no sign of getting any better…if anything, she’s getting worse. Beth won’t leave her side.
 
* * * * *
 
It is dark outside now. Just past nine. For the past hour the EBS has run a loop announcing that martial law has been declared on a national level. Anybody caught outside after sunset will be shot! I didn’t think the government could do something so harsh. I mean, if they said you would be arrested, then sure. But they’re killing people. I know they are because I’ve heard gunfire almost non-stop since that alert began.
 
Saturday, January 19
 
Erin’s awake!
 
Sunday, January 20
 
There has to be somebody out there that can help me. I don’t know what to do. Nothing is making sense.
The pounding. The relentless, never-ending pounding.
Maybe if I put this down…relate what happened… then, hopefully, I’ll understand. This nightmare will unravel, and the world will make sense.
Okay. So Erin woke up. Beth had screamed and run out into the hall. She kept insisting her mom had died. I was still hugging her when we both heard that thud and the sound of glass breaking. Then this low, sickly moan sorta drifted out of the room, growing louder.
Erin stepped into the doorway and I was so shocked that I just knelt there, staring like an idiot.
Then the smell hit me.
I actually gagged. I covered my mouth as Beth ran to her mom. This is where things just fell apart.
I still see each fraction of a second of what happened with a clarity that makes me shiver. My hands haven’t stopped shaking in the last twenty-four hours. (Of which I’ve slept none of, not even a catnap)
Erin’s face looked blank, like that astronaut that had the lobotomy in Planet of the Apes. She jerked like she’d been shocked. I mean her movements were real herky-jerky like. With absolutely no warning, she bit Beth! Just leaned down and tore part of her ear off! Then, as Beth is screaming, blood pouring down the side of her head, down her neck, Erin just gulps it down. The piece of our daughter’s ear!
By now Beth is trying to get away. Erin has her by the arms with both hands, like claws, digging into my little girl’s flesh. I’m still just kneeling on the floor at the top of the stairs like an idiot. Finally, and this is a blurry part, I jump up, shoving Erin back into her room as I rip Beth free.
I pulled the door shut and spun to where my daughter is curled up on the floor, against a wall. She had her hands pressed to that torn ear, wailing like I’d never heard before. Honestly, that sound is trapped in my head and won’t go away. That scream…
 
* * * * *
 
Sorry, I had to stop for a few. God! I wish the pounding would stop!
Anyways, to continue where I left off. Beth is crying. I realize by now that I’m crying. Erin starts moaning louder and pounding on the door. (That was almost a full day ago and it hasn’t let up for one second.)
I grabbed my daughter, carried her downstairs, and took her into the bathroom. The best thing about Erin being a nurse is that her medicine cabinet and first aid kit are a-freakin’-mazing! After the initial clean-up and bandaging, Beth wanted to change clothes. She was so unnerved, she actually begged me to stay. Even with my back turned and eyes closed my little girl has not wanted dad anywhere in the vicinity if she was in any state of undress since about the age of seven.
After all that, I rummaged around and found some Valium. I gave her a half of one. She fell asleep holding my hand. I sat on the floor by the couch all that night and she never once let go.
I sat there. In the dark. I listened to my daughter’s breathing, Erin’s pounding, and the intermittent gunfire, sirens…and screaming.
The screams were the worst. I’ve never heard anything like it. It was like taking the worst pain-scream and the worst fear-scream and combining them. One time, I thought I heard something outside the house. Whatever it was seemed to bounce off the walls a few times, then…nothing.
 
* * * * *
 
Some nut-jobs managed to break into one of the local radio stations. We’ve had the television and radio on this whole time in case the EBS had anything helpful. So, whoever these guys are, they start carrying on about ‘walking dead’ and ‘zombies’! They were saying that police, and fire, and military are almost gone because they fell in ‘the first wave’! Well, I was almost hooked until I heard commands of, “This is the United States Army. We are ordering you to cease and desist all activities this moment!” Then…
Silence.
So much for the first wave.
I think writing this helped. I’m gonna take a little nap.
 
Monday, January 21
Early morning 
 
I may lose my mind entirely. The pounding just keeps going on, and on, and on! People say that after a while you can get used to a sound and your mind will block it out. Like, if you live next to railroad tracks or an airport, in time, you just stop hearing it. Well, that is not the case here.
I’ve decided that I have to do something. If you are reading this and in the area, I’ve hung a blue bed sheet out of a second floor window. Please…help my daughter. If I fail, she’ll be all alone. She is so sick, showing the same problems, or symptoms, or whatever, that Erin had. But I must do something. I’m going to try and tie Erin down so she’ll stop the pounding. God forgive me, but I will try to gag her also.
 
Evening 
 
It worked! I managed to get Erin tied down. But damn, I strongly suggest you take that EBS recommendation about restraining anybody you know that is possibly infected. Erin was more like an animal than a human being. Oddly, her expression barely changed except when she opened her mouth wide and tried to take a bite out of me. That only came in handy when I had to stuff the hand-towel into her mouth, which, by the way, was not very easy to secure; I managed by using a ripped pillowcase. So, the Erin “problem” is at least under control. For now.
The radio and television have had repeat warnings about Martial Law.  It has now been set for 5 p.m. There have also been recommendations that you not leave your home at all. But if you do, several FEMA crisis centers have been set up. Mostly at high schools. There is no way I’m leaving Erin. Beth is too sick to move right now. And, honestly, I don’t really relish the idea of being jammed into a big open room full of strangers.
Here is something strange. I keep seeing people wandering around. They look like Erin. Sick. Discolored. They are alone mostly. Sometimes a group will pass by. What is most distressing is that some of them look pretty bloodied up. 
I’m starting to wonder about those guys who took over that radio station for a brief moment.
But really. Zombies?
 
Tuesday, January 22
 
I’ve wrestled with this decision for a day and a half. I have no choice. I carried Beth up to her room and she is now securely tied down in her bed. I hadn’t been upstairs, other than tying down Erin, and this morning I took the time to look around once I had secured my daughter and changed her bandages (that stench is so overpowering).
From the second floor I get a much clearer view of the surrounding neighborhood. It is obvious there have been a few fires. A few blocks over, I can see one house still burning. No sign of any sort of emergency crews. Just how bad is it out there?
The other thing I am seeing is more disturbing. Today I saw something that my mind does not want to accept. It is too preposterous to even consider. Yet…
Okay. Getting a grip.
There was this man. Rather what was left of him. From the waist down he was a mass of torn flesh. His entire lower half was just gone! He was on his stomach…dragging himself down the street by his hands! What had to be the spinal column was twitching back and forth like an alligator’s tail. Strands of who knows what dragged behind. I got a really good look at him. It took over an hour for him to drag himself to the end of the block where he vanished behind a parked car. I watched other people just stumble past as if nothing was wrong! What the hell is going on!?!
Every time I would check, there he would be, just dragging himself along. Those guys on the radio don’t seem so insane now.
Beth is getting sicker. Her wound is smelling worse by the hour. Her skin is taking on that same gray, slick, waxy pallor that her mother’s did.
Somebody is screaming.
 
* * * * *
 
Even seeing it firsthand. Even hearing what those guys said on the radio…I still struggle to accept this. If this is real, then that means Erin is a…
So, here is what I saw. That screaming was so close, I had to at least see if there was anything I could do. I had to go in Erin’s room (this time the smell made me vomit) and look out her bedroom window. Her room is in the back of the house and looks out over the backyard.
The backyard is fenced with tall wooden slats about six feet high. But, from the second floor, I could see into the neighboring backyards on all three sides. In the backyard directly behind us was a woman. She looked to be about twentyish. She had tried to climb the fence leading into the yard behind and to the left of ours. Her shirt was snagged and two little boys no older than ten had her by a leg. Each one was trying to bite her! She was so busy kicking and struggling to free herself that she didn’t see this other man…
This is where it gets crazy again.
This man had most of the right side of his face torn off. It made his mouth seem huge. Once I stopped focusing on his terrible injury, I noticed something that was, for me, more terrifying.  His skin. It looked just like Erin’s!  That of course made me glance back at her. She was still straining against her bindings. Straining to get at me. Then I looked into her eyes. They were dull and milky white with a bloodshot look that was especially creepy since, instead of reddish, it was almost black. At first I thought it was a trick of the shadows on her face. Then I leaned closer for a better look with the daylight hitting her directly.
No trick.
I took a look out back again as that lady was grabbed by the man she hadn’t seen coming. I know what you’re thinking. I should’ve helped. Yelled. Something.
Okay. Then what? Really. What in the hell could I do after that? And what if they come after me? My daughter?
Anyway, what I saw next has me believing in the unbelievable. That man grabbed the woman by the head and bit into her at the top of one arm, just below the joint. He tore away a chunk of flesh. And then I heard that terrible scream. Next, one of those boys got through the jeans and took a bite out of her calf. That’s when I stopped watching.
The screams lasted another couple of minutes, but it seemed like forever. That was an hour ago. The man and those two boys are gone.
She’s not.
Still stuck on the fence though. 
Only now, she’s missing one arm and part of a leg from about the knee. And she’s moving. Just like Erin was. Like that man and those boys were…slowly, with occasional jerks and fits.
 
Wednesday, January 23
 
Early yesterday evening, Beth came to. She can’t remember anything. That may be best. I would hate for her to have the last memories of her mom being so terrible.
When I heard her call me, I can’t tell you how completely surprised I was. I rushed in to find her crying and trying to get free of the restraints I had fashioned. Once I got her untied, I scooped her up and just held her. She was too weak to do anything so I carried her downstairs. (Her room reeks and the smell was upsetting her).
We were just sitting quietly.  Well, I was sitting with her nestled up under my arm when the EBS broke its silence:
“The CDC has issued a statement confirming that the recently deceased are seeming to re-animate. They then become hostile and attack the living. Certain mythologies suggest head trauma may be the only way to deactivate the mobile corpses.”
That loop ran for about two hours before it went silent in mid-sentence. Ten minutes later, the EBS signal on the television went dead. There is nothing but a blank screen. Once, it flickered, and a man sitting behind a desk came on, but it was gone in a blink. Beth didn’t seem to notice any of it.
She has come in and out of consciousness the past several hours. The sun has been up for a while now. The last time I glanced at the clock it was almost 9 a.m. I’m torn between just sitting here, holding my daughter…or tying her back up. I don’t know if she’ll get better or not. If she doesn’t, I don’t want her dying, tied up like an animal. I did manage to get a good look at her eyes when I was carrying her downstairs. They aren’t milky, but the blood vessels are almost black. I must’ve been staring hard because she did ask me what was wrong.
“Nothing,” I lied.
 
* * * * *
 
My daughter, Elizabeth Marie Todd, died this evening at 4:19 p.m. I checked for a pulse. Tried CPR. I know what dead is. She was dead.
At 4:23, she sat up.
I led her up the stairs and into her mom’s room. They should at least be together.
 
Thursday, January 24
 
There are starting to be more of those things. I didn’t sleep well last night because I kept hearing them stumbling around outside. You would be surprised how much more ambient noise you hear when the world has gone silent.
I’ve shut off all the lights. I honestly don’t know how much longer power will last. It has been sporadic the past several hours. The television never did come back with so much as an EBS screen. I pressed SEEK on my radio and it is just scanning. That means none of the towers are even sending a carrier signal. Every hour I switch between AM and FM.
My cell phone still has bars, but nothing happens when I try to call. I can’t even check my voice mail. I’m pretty sure the world has shut down on a massive level.
I went out to the garage and found a bag with softballs, gloves, cleats…and three aluminum bats. Erin was as freaky about guns as I was, and apparently, so was her boyfriend. Those bats will be my only source of protection now. 
I have considered going in and…dispatching… (that’s as clean of a word as I can find) my ex-wife and daughter. I’ve even gone in there a couple of times. They really get agitated when they see me. I tried to convince myself that they were just happy to see me. But that’s a lie. 
They want to eat me.
 
* * * * *
 
A car sped through our neighborhood just past two in the afternoon! A herd—over a hundred—of those damned things were following in this pack that plowed along leaving a trail of ruin in their wake. Yards, fences, some mailboxes, just plain smashed. They wandered through like they didn’t notice any-thing. The only time they diverted from their course is when they came to a parked car.
Once the main pack passed, I watched as stragglers continued to filter by. I saw a couple stop all of a sudden, and I was terrified that they possessed some sort of sense that told them where I was. Instead, it turned out that a cat caught their eye. They went after it, but it outran the pair in a blur of fur. However, I watched somewhat fascinated as the couple continued on in that direction. Like they were in pursuit and oblivious to the idea that they can’t possibly catch the kitty. Also, some of the other stragglers turned and followed.
My conclusions? They are very single-minded; also, they exhibit pack-type mentality. So if you attract one, expect some friends.
 
Friday, January 25
 
The power went out just after sunrise and hasn’t come back. I’ve committed to keeping a journal. Somebody needs to document what I am now convinced is the end of humanity.
To that end, I have managed to stay quiet. It is clear from observation that sound will attract attention just as quick as making yourself visible. 
I was upstairs getting a look around to see how bad things are.  That is when I noticed a house surrounded on all sides by bunches of those things. Eventually, the surge of bodies trying to get at whomever or whatever was inside broke through a big front room window.
(The screams proved it to be a whomever.)
I have seen a few actual living people. Some alone. Some not. They raid a house. Sometimes they leave in minutes. Sometimes hours. One block over, out front from our place, I saw what looked like five or six guys disappear into a really nice place. They climbed up onto the second floor balcony that ran the length of the back of the house. (I’m pretty sure that place would have a perfect view of Mt. Hood from that vantage.) They haven’t emerged. That was six or seven hours ago now.
I’ve moved everything upstairs. I don’t want to risk being seen moving around on the first floor. Unless something specific gains their attention, I’ve noticed those things don’t do a lot of looking up. Also, I am trying to figure out a route out of this place once I solve one other problem.
Where the hell will I go?
 
* * * * *
 
I was napping when a series of gunshots from nearby woke me up. Apparently that group of guys attracted some unwanted attention. It also seems like they weren’t very smart.
I’ve already made my mind up that if I am ever noticed and those things start moving for the house, I’m running for it. A handful becomes a horde in minutes. Once they get ten or so deep, there is no escape. Those guys decided they didn’t want to leave. I heard gunfire, but for the longest time I couldn’t see much. Just those things gathering in greater and greater numbers.
Finally, one of the guys crawled out onto the balcony. Those things came pouring out of the windows, oblivious to the glass shattering and cutting into their flesh. He did manage to re-load one magazine into the handgun he was using. Then, three of them got to him. I saw them topple into the writhing mass in the backyard reaching up, clawing at air. Then I heard a horrible scream. Then…
Silence.
 
Sunday, January 27
 
It’s surprising how many noises you hear when you sit in absolute silence. 
Yesterday scared me so bad I’ve been sitting in a corner in the hallway outside of what used to be Erin’s room listening for them outside and hoping to God that they wouldn’t come for me.
I can’t stay much longer.
Somehow, Erin managed to get loose. But what has me freaked is just how quietly she moved up on me. Had I not seen her shadow…or worse…been asleep…?
The only thing I could do is take her down with the bat. I was so scared and surprised.  I hit her enough to probably break all of her ribs. I know I shattered one arm. She never even slowed down trying to get at me.
Let me tell you something about the skull. The front takes a handful of solid shots before it breaks. And that is only after you’ve knocked one down and have a fairly solid surface underneath.
My biggest worry was that I’d made enough noise to attract more of those things out there. Fortunately, I did a quick check out all windows and the area is clear. So far.
Still, I’ve decided that I can’t allow my daughter to exist as one of them. I am going to take care of her right before I leave.
Tomorrow.
 
Monday, January 28
 
Painted on a bed sheet and nailed to the roof:
 





 
 



Wednesday, January 30
 
I never imagined it to be so bad!
I got up just before sunrise. I figured, for some idiotic reason, that if I left early, there would be less problems with those things. I left out one major piece of the equation…they don’t sleep!
In the few minutes it took me to hang my sign, (I had the hammer head wrapped in cloth to dampen the sound, but the world is so quiet it didn’t help much) I already began attracting a crowd. I had to knock a couple of them out of the way as I got to my car. Funny thing is that I had managed to load the car earlier without even seeing one of those things. Once I turned the engine over, it got dicey fast. Those things came out from every direction.
I had already scouted a nice open lot about a block from the grocery store, and decided that was where I would park so as not to lead those…zombies…(there, I said it) to my objective; food and supplies. I even cut the engine so I could coast part way and try to lessen the attention I would draw. I came to a stop with a bunch of those zombies in pursuit. They may be slow, but they never stop.
My daughter had a teddy bear with a wind up music box built in. I tossed it one direction and ran the other. That was diversion attempt number one. It actually drew a small crowd. Unfortunately, by now, I would guess upwards of two hundred of them were coming from every direction.
I made my way to a house that bordered the store. I knew that this was a portion of my plan that could go terribly wrong. I didn’t even slow down as I ran at the front room window. Pulling my coat over my head, I dove through. 
Let me explain something here in case you might think I just jeopardized others. The house was new, and for sale. It is part of this new development being built in what had once been a walnut-tree grove back when I was in high school.
So…I dove through. That is not nearly as cool as it looks in the movies. The impact damn near knocked the wind out of me. One piece of glass stuck in the back of my hand almost deep enough to punch through my palm. Between adrenaline and shock, I didn’t notice it until I snuck out back and climbed the fence. I snatched the shard out, tossed it and took a look.  I was by the loading docks. I climbed up onto one of the trucks and scurried across the trailer. From there it was not hard to climb a portion of pipe that led to the roof.
Once on the roof, I was able to check inside the store through one of the multiple skylights. Just as I hoped, the store was totally empty. Unfortunately, the shelves had been almost stripped bare. Still, being alone, there was enough left to make it worth my while. 
I set down my backpack and crept to the little two-foot lip that surrounded the roof. I made my way around the entire store in about forty minutes.
Those things are everywhere!
How did this happen?
The good thing was that very few of them were interested in the store. A couple were at the door. I could hear the meaty slapping sounds of their hands on the glass. One was pushing this shopping cart in random directions. Every time he ran into something, or the cart was bumped by another of those things, he just kept going.  It was like a 3-D zombie screen saver.
Anyways, I went to a skylight towards the back of the store. They were some sort of heavy-duty plastic. I took out a screwdriver, pried up the stripping, and popped out the panel. I tied the coil of rope I had found in the garage to a sturdy piece of pipe that stuck up through the roof, and then climbed down to the grocery store floor.
The smell of rot was already getting thick. Not the same as those things…but nasty nonetheless. I stayed low and crept around the aisles. To make things easier if I came back this way, I brought everything that could be useful, but that I didn’t have room for, and stacked it in the rear of the store, not far from where I had climbed down.
I went back in the stock area and found some more stuff. But not much. This store must’ve gotten overrun with folks in a panic when this all kicked off.
I imagine that when the delivery trucks stopped, it only caused more insanity. I must have missed a lot in those couple days at Erin’s house.
Has it really been a week and a half?
I wrote a note and left it secured to the supplies I stacked in the rear of the store. I detailed my plan. I explained that there is a warehouse out in the middle of nothing. It sits on a hill and is surrounded by a huge chain link fence that is topped with razor wire.
I used to have a route in that area. The complex sits on a ridge that only has one entry road. There is a thick area of forest that surrounds the whole thing. Hell, I even remember the big environmentalist rally that tried to prevent the clearing done to the crest of that hill. Initially, the company wanted to clear the entire thing. It was eventually agreed that only the area of the actual complex plus a two-hundred yard perimeter be cleared.
I left directions to the place…then took my newly acquired supplies and retraced my route back to my car and headed out.
What I didn’t count on was how difficult it would be to get there. You can’t drive anyplace without bringing those things out in droves! They clogged the highway so badly that I had to exit…across a damn field!  Having no desire to drive in the dark, I decided to find someplace to hole up till morning.
I put a portable CD boom box on full blast. Once I had a moment that I could stop safely, I set it on the ground, coasted about four more blocks and stopped.
My biggest concern was not being seen, but leaving the car behind.  I tried to park where I would remember.  Then I ran into the fenced backyard of a two-story house on a cul-de-sac that looked empty.
Once I made sure the backyard was clear, I tried the sliding glass door. Locked. I checked each window and finally found one that was not latched.
As soon as I opened it, I knew I would have some dealings with a zombie or two. Luckily the bathroom I climbed in was closed off. Unluckily, something started pawing at the door before I was even all the way in.
I didn’t know how many might be in the house so I wanted to deal with this as quick as possible to minimize the noise being made.
I dropped my pack, grabbed my bat, and opened the door…
That little boy couldn’t have been more than six or seven. I actually considered just restraining him like I had Erin and Beth. Then, what I assumed to be his mom, older brother, and dad came down the hall. 
From that point, it was like a switch had simply been flipped off in the part of me that is human. I swung that bat, coming down on that boy’s head. It took two more swings to actually bring him down. The mother was next. It was only after I calmed down, stopped shaking so badly (I don’t think the tremors in my hands will ever stop completely)…that I realized she had pushed the other two, dad and big brother, to get at me.
Could something in whatever keeps those things going cause that sort of reaction?
Once I had put all four down for good, I had time to look around and try to piece things together.
It looks as if it started with Oldest Boy. He has one single bite that I had to look for to find. On his left leg, just above the ankle. I really have no guesses on that. It looks like Youngest Boy was next, and that he did the most identifiable damage to Mom. Many of the bites that did not tear chunks out are small in size.
Poor Dad must’ve come home to all three. Since so much blood is upstairs…there is a big smear of it on the wall from the top of the staircase to the first landing where the stairs make a little “L” turn…I guess they got him up there. Also, most of Dad’s insides are gone. His abdomen is a horrid open hole. Mom and Youngest Boy are torn up pretty good. But nothing like Dad.
There is one other thing.
There was a baby’s room.
It was empty.
They didn’t leave anything behind except the morbid splash of blood on one wall and a tiny section of the carpet.
I’ll resume my journey to the warehouse just before sunrise tomorrow.
My biggest find here besides food and a case of bottled water was one of those pitchers with the built in filter.
I also found a .22 pistol and three boxes of ammo in a box on the top shelf of a linen closet under a bunch of sheets and towels.
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