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   A moment with the author…
 
    
 
   Welcome to the second of my DEAD: Snapshot—{insert town here} books. Of course, for those of you who just saw the cover and/or the title and thought it would be a neat way to pass your time and missed out on DEAD: Snapshot—Portland, Oregon, you will be fine. Each of these books are meant to be a stand-alone title. These books are set in the world that I created with my twelve book series titled DEAD. Book one is DEAD: The Ugly Beginning in case you have absolutely no clue who I am or what I am talking about.
 
   So, the purpose behind the DEAD: Snapshot collection is to bring the zombie apocalypse to YOUR home. If you are a zombie fan, you have likely read plenty of the pop fiction out there. The thing is, I imagine you have wondered what would happen in your own neck of the woods should the zombie thing ever actually happen. I am lucky, since I write the DEAD (and Zomblog) series, I was able to use the Pacific Northwest as the setting for some of my work. 
 
   So, how do you bring the zombies to your front door? Simple. Just shoot me an email at twbrown.maydecpub@gmail.com with “I WANT THE DEAD TO TAKE MY TOWN” in the subject. Tell me about your town and why it makes for an interesting setting. I can’t promise, but if your town jumps out at me…it will experience the zombie apocalypse via my written word. If you can get a public figure interested…very cool. I will send the entire city council and the mayor or whatever you have their very own copy if they want to have a DEAD day or whatever. Remember, I pride myself on being accessible. I will Skype, Google Hangout, or whatever. That is part of being an Indi Author. Unlike some of the big names, we can actually interact directly with our fan base, and we will do just about anything to get our books into people’s hands.
 
   Here is the fun part for me (and I recommend you perhaps give this a try while you read), I go to Google Earth when I write these stories. I zoom all the way to street level for some parts just to get a better line of sight and see what the characters are seeing. Of course, my brain has to add in the mayhem and destruction…as well as all the zombies.
 
   As you read this book (and future editions of the DEAD: Snapshot {insert town here} series), I invite you to bring up Google Earth and locate some of these places. Get a feel for where I am taking you. Also, that may inspire you to check out your own location via Google Earth and see what I would see; you might even want to direct me to something specific in the event I pick your home to be the setting for an upcoming book.
 
   For those of you who have never taken the ride that is my DEAD series, I do invite you to give it a shot. I can admit that I learned a great deal while writing those first three offerings (DEAD: The Ugly Beginning, DEAD: Revelations, and DEAD: Fortunes & Failures). I think my biggest improvements came in the “Vignettes” section. That was a case of a writer knowing what he meant to do, but not really having it succeed in the eyes of the readers. My idea was to offer these “snapshots” of the apocalypse all around the world. Sort of a palate cleanser in between the “Steve” story and the “Geek” story. What I ended up doing was putting in too many characters for people to really follow since most of the vignettes were one-timers or two at best. Of course, that being said, I have one story from the Vignettes that lasted through all twelve books.
 
   You won’t find any of that here. In the Snapshot series, you get a main story in a central location. Sure, you may have a few characters to follow, but the story stays focused. I hope that you enjoy these tales, and I look forward to “travelling” to various places as I bring my vision of the zombie apocalypse to the rest of the world.
 
   And now for a few words of thanks: this book would not be what it is without my Beta Readers. This crew helped me make it better by catching my many errors. Even better, I had a couple that were from the region where this book takes place. You might think that, since we all speak English, we are pretty much the same. Nope. And I owe a ton of thanks and gratitude to my friends across the pond that helped me with slang and even corrected me on what you might find in a pantry over in Merry Old England. So, to Vix Kirkpatrick, Melena Duff, Caron Hirst, Kary Lawrence, Niamh Clancy, Heather Burns, Dawn Spengler, Jeff Shoemaker, and Nelson Wilbanks, my most heartfelt thanks. Seriously, you made this a better book and there is always a space on my grill for an extra steak if you are in the area. To the men and women who keep us safe in the Armed Forces as well as our local police, fire, and medical personnel, not only do you have my thanks, but I am sure almost everybody else that you serve each and every day. To my wife, thank you for everything you do every single day to support me as a writer…even when I am ready to throw in the towel. My last thanks is for you. Without you buying this book, this world does not exist. By you reading this book, you give the characters in it their life and soul. You also allow me to do what I love for a living. If somebody would have told me that I would be an actual author for a living…I would have told them to quit blowing sunshine up my nethers. Yet…here I am. So thank you. You made a person’s dreams come true just by reading this book. How often do you hear that?
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   The Dead Walk!
 
    
 
   Shadiyah Kasim looked from the window of her flat on the ninth floor of the Clyde Court Towers. Everywhere she looked, it was the same nightmare. Fires still burned and there would be no services to put them out. Groups of the undead could be seen stumbling around the streets. On occasion, she could see a living person on the move. 
 
   It was always easy to tell the difference. The dead moved along with little to no deviation from their course until whatever it was that caught their attention would send them off on a new tangent. The living moved in fits and starts. 
 
   And the living ran.
 
   Thank God that the dead did not run. While she was not terribly out of shape and had tried her best to hit the treadmill at the gym at least a couple of times a week, the dead did not tire, and if they had the ability to run, humanity would have fallen in the first week.
 
   Not that the human race had fared all that well, Shadiyah thought.
 
   “Anything, Shaddi?” a voice called in a hushed whisper causing her to pull away from the window.
 
   Shadiyah’s sister Assi, sat on the floor clutching her doll to her chest. A few months ago, that would have looked ridiculous. Assi had the thick, black hair of their Lebanese mother. It hung down to the middle of her back and usually had an amazing luster and shine. Now, it looked dull, flat, and tangled. Her large eyes were rimmed in red from the endless crying. She looked like she would not likely share in the ample breasts that their mother had passed on to Shadiyah. Assi was slender and had the perfect figure of a tomboy. Right now though, Assi was acting in an uncharacteristically girlish manner as she clutched that worn out ragdoll to her chest. 
 
   Assi was fifteen and past the age of dolls. However, Shadiyah could forgive the girl considering all that had happened. On reflex, her eyes flicked to the dark stain that was dried and now a part of the living room wall like some hideous sort of New Age artwork.
 
   Her father had brought the sickness into their home. Of course, when it had happened, nobody had any idea what would occur within those next horrific hours. She shoved the memories from her head and returned to the situation at hand.
 
   They needed food. As of yet, the water had not been shut off, but she knew that was just a matter of time. Already, when she looked up at night, she saw large sections of the city appearing as black stains on the landscape. It was like watching the tide roll in and knowing that her sandcastle was going to be washed away no matter how hard she might try to prevent it.
 
   “Assi,” Shadiyah knelt in front of her sister, “I need to go out and get—”
 
   “NO!” the girl shrieked, causing Shadiyah’s eyes to flick to the front door. Not more than twenty minutes ago, something had been scratching at it from the other side.
 
   “Shh!” She covered her little sister’s mouth with a hand. “You need to stay silent, and you need to understand that we have to stock up on as much water as possible while we wait for somebody to come rescue us.”
 
   Assi looked up with tears brimming over the cusps of her eyes. She clutched the doll even tighter to her chest and snot bubbled from her nose, causing Shadiyah to flinch. As soon as she did, she could not fight back the bitter laugh that burst forth.
 
   Here she was, unsettled by a little snot after everything that had happened in the past few days. She glanced at her hands; the blood that had dried under her nails and left them stained black was only a small piece of the whole puzzle. 
 
   “Can you keep quiet?” Shadiyah asked as she rose to her feet. Her sister nodded. “I will be as fast as I can, but we need to get as much bottled water as possible. While I am gone, I need you to fill the filtered pitchers. Can you do that?” Again, Assi nodded. “And don’t open the door, no matter what you hear out there. I have the key and will let myself in. If I knock and tell you to let me in…” She let that statement hang as an invitation for her sister to respond and confirm that she understood.
 
   “Then that means somebody bad has you and is forcing you to bring them here,” Assi said with a sniff.
 
   There were more than a few unsavory types living in the towers. Shadiyah had added this last precaution after hearing something terrible happen down the hall a couple of days ago. From the sounds of it, she thought that it might be that nice family from India that had recently moved in. Whoever it was, the screaming, begging, and crying had gone on for hours.
 
   She had scoured the house for anything that could be used as a weapon and happened upon something under her father’s bed that she’d never seen before. It was a black leather case, but inside was a magnificent curved sword. Its handle looked to be of carved ivory and had a lion’s head at the end of the hilt.
 
   There was also a letter with a fancy gold seal that spoke of her father as being some sort of hero in the Lebanese Army. She hadn’t even known that he had served. 
 
   She had pulled out the weapon, half expecting it to be nothing more than a decorative piece, but when she cut her finger on the blade, she discovered otherwise. Besides being tremendously sharp, the weapon was also surprisingly sturdy.
 
   Shadiyah slung the leather belt over her shoulder and picked up her sister’s school backpack. When she stood, she saw her reflection in the mirror that was mounted on the wall by the arch next to the front room door. She paused to take in what she saw.
 
   Before all this insanity involving the dead returning as zombies that hungered for the living, she had worked in an opticians shop. Every day, she had put on her makeup, dressed nice, and then hopped on the bus. Her wavy hair had always been kept long, and despite how much her mother complained that such personal vanity was inappropriate, Shadiyah went the extra effort to straighten her thick black locks.
 
   Now, her hair was a nest of unruly curls that had not seen a brush for over a week. She had not even thought about such frivolous things as makeup since the day her father had risen and killed their mother in this little apartment. Yet, and she could not help herself, her big dark eyes and feminine curves still shown through, hinting at the beauty hidden under the dirt and grime. Shadiyah knew from an early age that she was pretty. Not just because her parents said so; that was a parent’s duty. No, she began noticing how the boys looked at her, how even some men would turn as she passed.
 
   She had dreamed of becoming a model. However, when she had stopped at a small agency one day on a whim, she had seen those dreams crushed. Yes, she was easily as pretty as any of the girls sitting or standing in the lobby. However, at barely five feet tall, she was lacking in height.
 
   “Perhaps you might consider acting,” one of her friends had whispered that day.
 
   Shadiyah shook herself free of those memories. She needed to be focused on the here and the now. Letting her mind wander would be an invitation to becoming one of those things. The news had made it very clear in the end: a bite or scratch from one of the undead would result in the wounded individual becoming another member of the growing horde within seventy-two hours.
 
   Stopping at the front door, she glanced back at her sister again. Assi had actually moved to the couch. She still had that ridiculous doll clutched to her chest, but at least she’d gotten up from the floor.
 
   Being as careful and as quiet as possible, Shadiyah turned the deadbolt and then opened the door a crack. If the smell inside the flat was bad, it was sickeningly overwhelming in the corridor. Opening the door a bit further, she could not help but pause to glance down at the bodies of her parents.
 
   Squeezing out, she pulled the door shut behind her, used the key to lock the deadbolt, and then took in her surroundings. The long corridor looked like something from a bad horror film. There were bodies (or parts of bodies in many cases) strewn on the floor. Glancing down, she saw the corpses of her parents. Her father still only had the one bite on his arm; the bandage still clinging in places and stained black from the dried blood. The only other injury was where the ice pick still jutted from his temple. The last reports on BBC News had made it clear that only a traumatic strike to the brain could stop these abominations.
 
   Three of the undead had met their end a few doors down, each of them having been beat to the point where their skulls had busted open and their brains splattered in wide arcs. Unfortunately, it looked as if the victor had also become part of the spoils. A man was seated against the wall, a cricket bat at his side. He had slit his wrists. 
 
   Unfortunately, that had not prevented the infection from the nasty rip on his right arm from taking hold. The man’s head lolled a bit as it turned her direction. Then, in bird-like fits, it slowly locked on to her and the man began to rise awkwardly to his feet. His eyes were filmed over, and in the poor lights from above, they almost looked as gray as his skin, minus the blue hints around the edges, The black tracers that riddled his eyes looked even darker, adding to the sinister menace this zombie presented as it stood, still clutching the bat in one hand.
 
   Shadiyah had not seen or heard any reports about the zombies using weapons; yet, here one was, slowly staggering her direction with the bat in its hand. She gripped and re-gripped her father’s scimitar as the zombie made its slow progress towards her. When it was about ten feet away, it brought up its arms, reaching for her. In the process, the bat fell from its grip and clattered to the floor.
 
   Shadiyah smiled and stepped in to attack. Her swing came in and connected just below the man’s temple. There was a jolt of pain as the vibrations down the blade reached the hilt. Instinctively, she let go of the weapon. The zombie collapsed to the floor and ceased to move. 
 
   Shadiyah took a tentative step forward and toed the corpse on the shoulder. When nothing happened, she moved in and worked her weapon free. She wiped the blade on the man’s pants and was reaching for the cricket bat when the door to her left opened. Leaping back, she brought up her blade and prepared to swing again. Already, her mind was telling her to be prepared for the shock of impact. She could not be dropping her weapon every time she hit one of those monsters. However, it was no monster that now stood in the doorway.
 
   “Is that you, Shaddi?” an older woman’s voice rasped.
 
   “Mrs. Raye,” Shadiyah breathed. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “I heard a fuss outside my door. I am tired of waiting for trouble to come knocking on my door and thought it was high time I ventured forth,” Henrietta Raye harrumphed as she stepped into the hallway.
 
   The woman’s short gray hair was precise, her blush applied with perfection, and that familiar slash of bright red lipstick made a striking contrast to Shadiyah’s rumpled and unkempt appearance. The woman was actually wearing a brown paisley jumpsuit and a heavy looking gold necklace. She held a metal-tipped cane in her hand like it was a rapier. Her blue eyes glittered as she surveyed the hallway.
 
   “You do realize what is happening?” Shadiyah asked. 
 
   Mrs. Raye had always been known as a bit of an eccentric. The rumor was that she was filthy rich but extremely miserly (which explained why she lived here instead of some posh flat in a much better neighborhood).
 
   “From what they were saying on the telly, the dead are attacking the living like in those ridiculous old movies.” Mrs. Raye stepped forward and poked the zombie that Shadiyah had taken down with her cane. “And only a ding to the brain seems to be how you take them down.”
 
   A noise from down the hall interrupted the moment and three more figures rounded the corner. Two of them were familiar to Shadiyah. They were part of the little gang of troublemakers that liked to skulk around the front of the building and say rude things to every female that passed.
 
   “Nice to see that the universe spits back a bit of karma every once in a while,” Mrs. Raye scoffed when it was clear that the young toughs had been ripped into by zombies. One of them had his insides spooling out of a hideous rip in his ample belly. She thought he went by the name of “Hippo” or something like that.
 
   The two women advanced on the trio of zombies and put them down with surprising quickness. Shadiyah was more than a little impressed at how the older woman brought the tip of the cane up and shoved it into the eye socket of Hippo. 
 
   “So, young lady,” the woman spoke as she wiped off her cane on the sleeve of the shirt worn by the zombie she had just dropped, “what finally brings you out of your house?”
 
   Shadiyah shook her head and gave a shrug. “We are almost out of food. I thought it might be best if I gather some supplies before we become desperate.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, dear,” the woman said with a slap of her hand on her thigh. “I saw your poor parents outside the door. I am being terribly insensitive. As for the food, where do you think to go?”
 
   “I figure I would go door-to-door on this floor first and see who answers. It can’t imagine we are the only ones left. Perhaps it would be a good idea to clear the floor and secure it?”
 
   The older woman gave a nod of her head. “Good to see you are dismissing all that nonsense on the telly about making a run for the emergency centers. A friend of mine from America said that their government was doing the same thing, but reports were not too long in coming that those places are now a hive for the zombies as folks who came in infected have died and come back to attack all the people packed in like sardines. The panic only acted to make it worse and as many of the poor fools died in the stampede as fell to the zombies during the attempts to flee.”
 
   Shadiyah was speechless. This woman was talking about zombies like it was no big deal. She had seen it firsthand with her parents and still had trouble accepting things for what they were.
 
   “If we secure this floor and work our way up first, I think we can wait things out in this tower until everything is put in place,” Mrs. Raye said with a smack of her lips.
 
   “You really think that things will be fixed?” Shadiyah winced at the plaintive sound of her voice. She’d been the strong one for her sister these past few days. Now, she just wanted to lean on somebody else for a while.
 
   “I have to,” Mrs. Raye said, accepting the younger girl in a one-armed hug. “Otherwise I might as well just jump out my window and end it fast.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, they had gone to the doors of the other residents on the floor. Only one person had answered: Cyrus Ivanoff, a man at least ten years older than Mrs. Raye and barely able to walk.
 
   “Looks like everybody on this floor that could, made a run for it,” Mrs. Raye sniffed after they assured Mr. Ivanoff that he should wait in his flat, and that they would check in on him again very soon.
 
   Shadiyah could not admit to being very surprised. She had seen the trickle of residents leaving with bags and suitcases when those first announcements had been made on the news. Supposedly, an emergency shelter had been established at the Wortley Recreation Grounds. Army units had come in and erected a fence as well as large tents. She imagined that the idea was to try and keep as many people together as possible in order to allow them all to slip into some sense of security which would prevent mass panic.
 
   Not two days later, there had been a noise that took her some time to actually identify: Gunfire. That lasted for about five minutes before it became sporadic and eventually stopped. By morning, several plumes of smoke could be seen rising from the west in the direction of the obviously failed shelter.
 
   There had been other locations in the area, but that one was the largest. That also marked the day of the last broadcast on the television or the radio. The speed in which things happened in the end had been sudden.
 
   “Perhaps we should gather what we can first before going up,” Shadiyah suggested to Mrs. Raye. 
 
   Assi had been alone for almost an hour. It would be a good idea to bring in some food and check on her before moving on. Mrs. Raye shrugged and they returned to the first flat they had checked. The door had been locked, but Mrs. Raye proved to be full of surprises as she scuttled back to her flat and returned with a small black case. In moments, the lock had been picked and the two were inside and loading up a few bags with anything that they could find.
 
   They returned to find Assi standing at the window. The girl did not so much as acknowledge their presence. Shadiyah tapped her on the shoulder and had to finally physically take her sister by the shoulders and turn her around. 
 
   The click of the door closing made Shadiyah turn around to discover that her elderly cohort had decided to exit. She huffed in frustration and then returned her attention to her sister. 
 
   “I brought food!” she tried to say with as much cheerfulness as she could muster. 
 
   The truth was that she wanted to slap the girl. Yes, things were terrible, and yes, she had witnessed the death of their parents, but it had been Shadiyah who had been the one to put them both down. She’d been the one to have to grab their father by the hair and yank his head back as the man ripped out their mother’s throat.
 
   Assi had remained curled up in a ball on the floor of the hallway and gone into hysterics. She had done nothing to help put their parents to rest, much less offer a hand to carry them out to the hallway when they began to smell so bad that it was impossible to keep them wrapped in a blanket on their bed and wait for somebody to come take them away.
 
   “Look, little sister,” Shadiyah walked up and put her hand on Assi’s shoulder, turning the girl to face her, “I know this is horrible. I know it feels like a nightmare, and you just want to wake up, but that isn’t going to happen. This is…”
 
   She looked out the window at the tendrils of smoke rising from several locations. This was a living nightmare; there was no doubt about it. However, the emphasis needed to be on the living part. She was not ready to just give up. 
 
   Sure, it looked as if the people in power had let this get away. There had been all the talk about how there was nothing to be alarmed about, and that things would right themselves soon enough. When the “zed” word began popping up, it had been shouted down and ridiculed. 
 
   There had been some American doctor that was on television over and over talking about how this was all a bunch of juvenile nonsense. Shadiyah still recalled her last transmission where it was clear that she was now one of the infected. At least she had finally admitted her error.
 
   Shadiyah laughed. Assi’s head twitched and the younger girl peered up at her sister with confusion making its way through to at last give her some semblance of an emotion on her face.
 
   “What is so funny?” her little sister asked.
 
   “Just remembering…” Shadiyah paused, she had a chance to hopefully pull her sister out of being almost as visibly alive as those walking corpses she’d just put down. “Just thinking that I bet Miranda Wood is probably crying about not being able to get her hair done. At least now we will see what color it really is.”
 
   Assi’s face actually seemed to brighten just a shade. Obviously that had been the right thing to say. Of course, now that Shadiyah thought about it, she was wondering how the self-important little bitch was holding up.
 
   Miranda Wood was eighteen going on thirty-five. She had long hair that came all the way to her waist, and less cleavage than a twelve-year-old boy. She had skin the color of milk that was so translucent that you could see the blue veins running underneath. Yet, despite all that, she was sickeningly pretty; even worse, she acted like she knew everything. The only thing rumored that she knew for sure was how to trade giving a bloke a hand job in exchange for a few pounds that she would quickly spend on clothes and having her hair dyed a different color almost every month.
 
   As loose and slutty as Miranda Wood was known to be, her older brother more than made up for it in his squareness. He was supposedly about to become a member of the West Yorkshire Police Force. Simon Wood was a tall man with his blond hair kept cut short and parted on the side. He had a runner’s body, long, lean, and lanky. He always looked so serious, and did not say much unless you spoke to him directly. Shadiyah assumed that had to be due to the fact that his sister was always striving to be the center of attention.
 
   The two sisters ate in silence. When they finished a few tins of beef and some Super Noodles, Assi pushed her empty bowl away, lay down, turned her back, and pulled a blanket up over her shoulders.
 
   Shadiyah scowled. Not for the first time, she had to resist the urge to reach over, yank her sister around, and slap some sense into the girl. After a few deep breaths, she cleaned up their small mess of disposable plates and utensils and then went back to the window to watch darkness fall on the city of Leeds.
 
   It was just at that final few moments before the sun would dip down and plunge the world into darkness when the power went out for good. Because of the clouds, the world seemed even darker. Shadiyah could not even see the streets below. 
 
   Just as well, she thought. Only moments before, her eyes had been drawn to the rail tracks just to the south of the Clyde Court towers. A small mob of perhaps a hundred or so of the walking dead were moving along, headed in a southwestern direction. If she remembered correctly, the tracks bent due south and headed straight for those snobs in Cottingly.
 
   In the darkness, Shadiyah found her way to the sofa and sat down. She drifted off to a mixture of the moans of the undead and the whimpers of her sister.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Waking to the sounds of somebody knocking on the door was bad; waking to the shrieks of her sister Assi was enough to make Shadiyah’s already foul mood just a bit darker. She got up, shot a glare at her trembling little sister that gave a clear message to be quiet, and then trudged to the door.
 
   “We don’t want any.” She glanced over her shoulder and winked at Assi. The girl returned a nervous smile.
 
   “Open the door, you little thief.”
 
   “Mrs. Raye!” Shadiyah threw open the door and flashed a smile at the older woman.
 
   “Came to see if you might be game to venture downstairs and see what we might find. Hello, poppet.” The old woman strode in like she owned the place and gave a curt nod and greeting to the young girl curled up in the blankets. “I think we should grab anything like fresh fruit and vegetables right now and eat it before it all goes off. This place smells bad enough. With the power going down, it is about to get much worse I am afraid.”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea.” Shadiyah turned to her sister. “You want to come along?” She hoped desperately that the girl would refuse, and had to fight to hide her relief when Assi gave a fast shake of the head.
 
   “Lock up behind me. I will get back as soon as I can. Don’t open the door for anybody, I have my key.”
 
   “You think that will actually be a problem?” Mrs. Raye scoffed as the door closed. “That child looks like she will piss herself if her shadow moves.”
 
   Shadiyah ignored the quip and headed for the emergency stairs. Opening the door, she paused. The stairwell was shrouded in complete and utter darkness. Strange scuffing sounds and what might have been a moan echoed up from the pitch black square of oblivion.
 
   Mrs. Raye edged around her and pulled out a small silver flashlight. She pushed a small button, and a dazzling beam of blue-white light danced in front of them.
 
   “Solar powered,” the woman said over her shoulder as she started down the stairs. “Seems everything has a solar option these days.”
 
   They ran to the next floor and opened the door a crack. What they saw made them look at each other for a second before Mrs. Raye tugged the door shut and headed down to the next level. The hallway had no fewer than a dozen of the walking dead visible just in the immediate area that the flashlight illuminated. Every door was wide open, and in the opening of the first one on the right were a cluster of two zombies tearing apart some poor unfortunate. It was impossible to tell if it was man or woman, old or young, since just the feet were visible—a pair of blue trainers that were twitching and then going stiff as the toes pointed down and seemed to go rigid for a second before they resumed their rapid thrumming.
 
   The next floor offered a little promise. Not a single zombie could be seen, and even after several heartbeats of waiting, nothing appeared to investigate. They crept to the first door on the right and gave the knob a twist. It turned!
 
   Shadiyah stepped back just a bit so Mrs. Raye could open the door while she readied herself with her father’s scimitar. The door creaked as it opened like some low grade horror movie prop, but nothing greeted them in the entry hall, the living room, or the rest of the flat. The two made a quick pass through the kitchen and bathroom, scooping anything useful into a large canvas bag that Mrs. Raye had brought along.
 
   Once they finished, the pair headed across the hallway to try that door. This one was locked, but Mrs. Raye pulled out a small case and made short work out of picking the lock. They repeated the same procedure, and once again found an empty hall. Their relief was temporary as a low moan drifted up the hall from the shadows of the flat that apparently had all its curtains drawn shut.
 
   “I think we can skip this one,” Shadiyah whispered.
 
   “You scared?” Mrs. Raye turned to face her younger companion with a raised eyebrow and a sardonic smirk on her thin lips. Shadiyah nodded vigorously.
 
   “I don’t see the reason we need to risk ourselves when there are probably many other places to try that are empty.”
 
   “Well, good to know that you aren’t just some sort of foolish child.” The older woman backed up and pulled the door closed before returning to continue with what she had to say. “I watched from my window these past several days. Seen folks treat these things like they were nothing more troublesome than a sewer rat. Thing is, you let a sewer rat get a bite of ya, and you will find yourself enduring a rather unpleasant series of jabs for tetanus, hepatitis and God knows what else. Last I heard, ain’t no jabs to keep you from becoming a walking corpse,” she said in an affected Yankee twang
 
   By the time that they had finished this floor, they were both lugging two heavy gym bags behind them. While not everything they found would be anything that Shadiyah would have paid for to eat (what was the deal with so many people having sardines in a tin stacked in the cupboard), she knew well enough that hunger would eventually overpower her aversion to anything. Also, they had a few heads of various greens, some radishes, carrots, and even a few tomatoes.
 
   She was dragging her duffels behind her when a hand clamped down on her shoulder like a vice. She started and turned to see Mrs. Raye had stopped cold and was pointing straight ahead. 
 
   “We didn’t leave that door open,” the woman whispered.
 
   “Are you sure?” Shadiyah asked. The expression on the older woman’s face was her only response.
 
   Henrietta Raye dropped her duffels and brought up her cane. Shadiyah had made the mistake of underestimating that thing as a weapon until the first time the brass head carved into the shape of a rook from a chess set smashed into the head of a zombie. She had fully expected the cane to snap or shatter. Instead, not only did it bust open the skull of the zombie like a ripe melon, the cane had not so much as bent a single degree. Add in the fact that Mrs. Raye swung the thing like she was a professional cricket player, and there had been no more concerns about the old lady, her weapons, or her ability to handle herself.
 
   Together, they crept to the door and peered in. Nothing but the blackness could be seen. Using her torch, Mrs. Raye scanned the landing, stepped into the well and flashed her light both up and down. She turned to Shadiyah and shrugged when a voice caused them both to jump.
 
   “Who’s down there?” a voice hissed.
 
   “How about you tell us who is up there,” Mrs. Raye shot back. 
 
   There was a pause, and then the voice called back down, “Simon Wood. I am coming down the stairs. I’m alone.”
 
   “Move real slow, sonny,” Mrs. Raye barked. “I am a bit jumpy these days. Any sudden movements might cause me to do something nasty with my stick here.”
 
   Very slowly, and with his hands in the air, Simon Wood eventually emerged from the gloom of the stairs leading up and back to the floor they needed to return. He looked worse than Shadiyah had ever seen. In fact, she did not think that she’d ever seen him with so much as a hint of stubble on his angular face. 
 
   Simon Wood now looked like some of the scratters you found lying in the shade of the park with hands out asking for spare change. His eyes were swollen and one of them looked like he had taken a nasty punch to the face. His lip was also split open and a small knot of swollen flesh jutted out in emphasis.
 
   “Shaddi?” Simon tilted his head to the side and squinted as he tried to get his eyes clear of the dazzling beam of light from Henrietta’s flashlight.
 
   “Hi, Simon, what were you doing upstairs?” 
 
   Simon and his family actually lived two floors below this one. She considered briefly the idea that he had simply overshot his own floor in the darkness, but his answer blew that idea down.
 
   “Some young hooligans are out and about causing trouble. I was trying to chase them down. They already did a nasty bit of damage to poor Geraldo Mint.” Simon’s face clouded over.
 
   Geraldo Mint lived just a door or two down from Simon’s family. He had some sort of mental health issue. He worked with the grounds crew for the Towers, and could always be counted on for a smile and a wave by any who passed by whether he knew the individual or not.
 
   “Who could do anything to that sweet boy?” Mrs. Raye gasped.
 
   “There are more than a few unsavory types out and about taking advantage of the madness,” Simon sighed.
 
   “Where is Miranda?” Shadiyah asked with an unintentionally derisive snort. She had not meant for it to sound like it did—as if perhaps Miranda might be running around with these thugs—but it was already out of her mouth and she could not get it back. 
 
   Simon’s face clouded and a shimmer of what looked like tears gave his eyes a glassy shine. He blinked rapidly and wiped them away as his head dropped with his chin coming to rest on his chest.
 
   “She…well…” Simon seemed to be struggling for the words, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “I’m so sorry!” Shadiyah gushed, reaching out a hand to the man and brushing the length of his left arm as she stepped close and peered up at him.
 
   “She came home from being at the pictures with a bunch of her friends, yeah? Only, when she walked through the door, she was cursing up a storm about filthy people and some man biting her after falling out of an alley and trying to snatch her handbag.” Simon’s mouth clicked shut, and his eyes tightened as he visibly fought back the tears. “She had a bite on her left hand. It wasn’t really all that big. I didn’t think anything of it, even that night as I watched the news and that American doctor finally admitted that the dead were getting up and attacking the living.”
 
   “You poor dear,” Mrs. Raye whispered with more warmth than Shadiyah had thought her capable.
 
   There was a moment’s pause, and then Simon opened his mouth to continue, only, instead of his actually getting the chance, a terrible shriek came from upstairs. Shadiyah knew her sister’s scream well enough after the past few days.
 
   Assi was in trouble.
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   Human Filth
 
    
 
   {The following section contains unsettling and graphic images that may be disturbing to some readers. Sensitive readers may wish to skip ahead FOURTEEN paragraphs to the *** marker in order to avoid this graphic scene.}
 
    
 
   She was running up the dark stairwell, her shins paying for it every time she tripped and banged them. The complete darkness made it even worse as she had no idea when she would reach a landing. When she arrived at the first one just before the stairs turned and switched back, continuing their ascent, she had sprawled on her stomach, almost having the wind knocked completely from her lungs.
 
   Voices from below and behind called for her, but she ignored them, continuing her reckless charge. At last, she reached the next landing, and her hand scrabbled for the door. She flung it open and her wild eyes scanned the hallway. Nothing but the same dead bodies that had been there before could be seen. Then, her eyes came to rest on the door that opened to her flat.
 
   As she drew near, it struck her that there was no sign of forced entry. That could only mean one thing: Assi had opened the door for whoever was now inside their flat. 
 
   Shadiyah paused for a moment, taking the time to draw her father’s scimitar. The sound of the blade rasping as it pulled free was drowned by another terrible shriek…and then laughter. It was deep and evil sounding in nature; and it was obvious that it was coming from more than one source.
 
   “C’mon, Gecko, give another fella a go, yeah?” a voice chortled.
 
   “I ain’t had a chance to finish,” another voice grunted. 
 
   Shadiyah shook herself free from the terror that was trying desperately to grip her and keep her feet rooted to this spot forever. The first step was difficult, almost as if her feet were moving through thick mud. However, each successive step was a little easier, and in a few seconds, she was sprinting that last bit and then skidding to a halt in the doorway to her flat.
 
   She could only see down the entry hall, but now that she was at the opening, the sound was much easier to discern. She could hear the hard breathing and grunts from one source, and she could also hear the squawks of pain that came in a rhythmic punctuation that emphasized the sounds of flesh slapping against flesh.
 
   Shadiyah took each step down the hall while numbness seemed to radiate from her brain and make its way throughout her entire body. Even though she was certain what she would see once she stepped from the entry hall and into the living room, she still felt a new sensation of shock ripple through her body once the scene came fully into view.
 
   Assi, her baby sister and the sum total of all the family that she knew she still had left was shoved face down on the floor. She had only the briefest of instances to be thankful that Assi’s face was pointed the other direction and that the two did not make any actual eye contact.
 
   There were in fact three males (her mind refused to give them the title of “men”) in the living room. One of them was standing with his back to the scene and staring out the window at the day that was actually becoming sunny and bright as if to contrast the darkness of what was taking place in the flat. This one had shaggy brown hair just past the collar of his black tee shirt. He was also wearing cargo shorts that looked as if they had not been washed in weeks. Shadiyah’s eyes fixated for a heartbeat on a single dark stain on the back of the thigh.
 
   The second one was currently standing over the scene and watching with an evil glimmer in his piggish eyes as he actually rubbed his hands together in anticipation—apparently he was about to be next, or so he believed at that particular moment. This one seemed to prefer the shaved head look, but had obviously not seen a razor in at least a week. He was chubby and his gut was not only hanging over the belt of his jeans, but also bulging from the sides as well.
 
   The one currently assaulting Assi looked like the poster boy from an old Hitler Youth photograph. He had perfect blond hair parted to the side and bright blue eyes that were slightly scrunched at the moment and were looking straight ahead…and directly at Shadiyah. His lips, which had been pressed tight, suddenly opened in a soundless ‘O’ shape that revealed perfectly straight, white teeth and a pink tongue that darted to the right.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Without another thought, Shadiyah strode across the room and, with a slight thanks for the first time in her life in regards to just how small the flat really was, she stepped forward and swung the scimitar. A blond haired head flew to the left with the momentum and force of the swing, but the body stayed exactly the same for a few heartbeats as it caught up to the fact that it was no longer receiving signals from the brain. 
 
   A gout of blood arced up, actually spraying the ceiling. The hands—one of which had gripped Assi by the hair, and the other which had her by the left shoulder—flexed, gripped, and then let go. The body fell to the side and convulsed a few times as the final electrical impulses discharged. All of this happened in a span of just a few heartbeats (which was easy to judge by the blood jetting from the neck stump of the first dead body).
 
   The pudgy skinhead jumped first from the fright, then turned to face the source of the intrusion. His face went from surprised to lascivious so quickly that Shadiyah would later tell herself that he must not yet have been able to get his little piggy brain to process what had befallen his companion just seconds earlier; he simply saw another victim arriving late to the party.
 
   When she brought the blade around in a backhanded arc, he threw his hands up out of sheer instinct. The entire right hand and the fingers of the left went flying through the air. Before he could even scream, she stepped in and drove the tip of her scimitar into the man’s throat. His mouth opened and closed like a beached fish a few times before the blood began to well up and trickle from the corners of his thin, pale lips.
 
   Shadiyah pulled the blade free and kicked out, sending the rotund male crashing backwards and splintering the little coffee table that had sat in the middle of the living room.
 
   The last male had turned and witnessed the death of his skinhead friend. The body of the other was at his feet as a symbolic barricade between him and Shadiyah. Now that he was facing her, she only vaguely registered that his eyes were red. Likely from drugs, she thought bitterly as she closed on him, her sword arm cocked and ready to strike.
 
   “Shaddi, no!” a shout echoed from a million miles away. She knew the voice; it carried authority and sounded like a voice she should obey.
 
   In the blink of an eye, she dismissed her brain’s reaction to that command and swung. Knowing that this was the third and final male of the bunch, she screamed her impotent fury at not having another person to continue to vent her anger upon. She swung again and again. Then, hands grabbed her from behind and she spun, prepared to take on whoever dared to intrude on her vengeance. 
 
   “Shaddi!” another voice barked. This one sounded just as far away as the first voice, but once again, she recognized the tone as one of authority. Still, she would not be denied.
 
   And now that she had a new face in front of her, another male, she could continue her attack. At least that was her thought. She raised her arm to swing, but something slammed into the side of her head and there was a dazzling flash, and then…merciful blackness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Is she going to be okay?” Simon whispered.
 
   “Which one, Mister Wood?” Henrietta Raye replied. 
 
   She was kneeling between the sisters. She had checked the younger one first and quickly grabbed the blanket that was draped over the sofa and used it to cover the poor girl.
 
   “Umm…either? Both?” the young man stumbled over his words.
 
   “Time will tell on this one.” Henrietta laid a hand on the blanket covered girl. “She was already barely making it before this happened. It is very possible that she could just shut down for good.”
 
   “What about Shaddi?”
 
   “This one is a fighter.” The older woman moved over to the oldest of the sisters. “She will be fine, I imagine. But if her sister succumbs to this ordeal, I fear we may have some problems.”
 
   “Problems?” Simon knelt beside Shadiyah and seemed to be resisting the urge to brush the long strand of hair from her face. 
 
   “Rage is a nasty thing, boy. Shadiyah was consumed by it until I smashed her in the side of the head with my cane.”
 
   Simon winced. He remembered well the look on Shadiyah’s face when she had spun on him. Henrietta was certain that the boy would have been decapitated if not for her fast cane work.
 
   “Did you really have to hit her so hard?” Simon stood up and walked to the kitchen to get a glass of water.
 
   Henrietta felt sorry for the young man. He obviously had a soft spot for the raven haired beauty. That is a recipe for disaster in these times, she thought with an inward sigh. Right now, survival was something that would rely on a person being able to remain detached. In that respect, Henrietta Raye was thankful. She had nobody to fret over. Her family was all the way down in London.
 
   “If I didn’t, she might have gotten off that swing she was raring back with, and you would be like a bloody Roundhead after an audience with King Charles or somebody to fall afoul of Alice’s Queen of Hearts.”
 
   Simon returned with his glass of water and paused just long enough to scoop up the scimitar from where it had fallen. He moved it over to a far corner of the room before joining Henrietta.
 
   “So, what do we do now?” he asked.
 
   “I am returning to my flat after I go secure the door to this floor. I plan to have a bite to eat and then take a nap.”
 
   “What about them?” He pointed to the two forms on the floor, his voice seething with disbelief. “How can you leave them like this?”
 
   “Oh…” Henrietta tottered to the door and paused, throwing a look over her shoulder, “I figure they are in good hands with you here.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The door shut and Simon stood rooted to his spot for several seconds before he slumped in acceptance. It was obvious that the crazy old bat was not going to come back any time soon. He scowled one more time for good measure and then began to unload everything in the carry bag.
 
   He still could not believe that Mrs. Raye had grabbed him when he started to chase after Shadiyah. She had told him to grab the bags and bring them along.
 
   “But—” he began to protest.
 
   “No time for buts,” Mrs. Raye had scolded. “Food is going to be harder and harder to come by for the foreseeable future.”
 
   He had scooped up the bag, and that was where his current problem resided: guilt. Perhaps if he had just sprinted and caught up with Shadiyah, he would have been able to deal with a situation that she should not.
 
   “You are a bloody wanker,” Simon whispered,
 
   Did he think that he would have been able to stop what had happened to Assi? Certainly not. It was clear that the terrible events were well underway before they managed to get back to the flat. Shadiyah had exacted vengeance; certainly not a way that would have been acceptable a few weeks ago before the zombies had come. Still, she had killed a living person—actually, she had killed three.
 
   Simon knew from his time as a trainee that killing a person could be mentally destructive to the individual committing the act. Most people were not wired to be okay with taking a life. Guilt almost always manifested itself in some manner…eventually. How would Shaddi deal with the whole situation? 
 
   Of course, if anybody could get to the other side of something so traumatic and continue on with their life, she was one of those special few. That made Simon’s eyes drift over to Assi.
 
   He had concerns when it came to the young girl. He remembered her as being somewhat delicate.  Add in her age, and this girl was a prime candidate for an unpleasant ending. As callous as it might seem, now was not a time when you had the luxury of being able to care for somebody with serious issues.
 
   A soft moan from the lump on the floor that was Shadiyah caused Simon to start and then scurry over to see if he could offer any help. She was trying to sit up, but there was an instant when she froze. Then, without warning, she threw off the blanket and rolled away, coming up to her knees. Her face was a rictus of malevolent anger. Her normally soft, beautiful, large, brown eyes were little more than slits, and her lips curled back in an actual snarl.
 
   “Sh-Shaddi?” Simon managed from a mouth that had suddenly gone completely dry, void of even a hint of saliva. “It’s me…Simon Wood.”
 
   He saw her eyes dart to the figure that was her sister, and it actually made her face twist into an even angrier, hate-filled expression. It sent a chill through him and his hand had unconsciously started to drift for the metal baton he had hanging from his belt.
 
   “Where are they?” she spat. Her eyes scanned the room and then locked on Simon. Did she think he might try to cause her harm?
 
   “Mrs. Raye had me deposit them in the flat next door. She did not think that it was a good idea to have the bodies around any longer than necessary.” Simon forced his hand down to his side, being very careful to move it as slowly as possible.
 
   When the woman stood up suddenly, Simon feared that she would insist on going next door to perhaps see the results of her handiwork…or possibly add him to that list. Instead, she walked to her sister and knelt beside the girl.
 
   “Tomorrow was to be her sixteenth birthday,” Shadiyah whispered as she stroked her sleeping sister’s face.
 
   There was a long and, for Simon at least, uncomfortable silence. At some point, Assi had opened her eyes. Simon wished that she hadn’t. They were glazed over, obviously she was still alive since he could see her chest rise and fall with each breath, but that spark of life was absent from her eyes as she stared straight up at the ceiling.
 
   When the sun finally dipped so low that the flat was shrouded in shadows that would eventually join to form a blanket of pure darkness, he felt a sense of relief that embarrassed him. He considered several times about simply excusing himself and slipping out, leaving the sisters in peace.
 
   Could they have peace? a voice taunted him from the depths of his mind.
 
   “Maybe you should go, Simon,” Shadiyah finally said from the darkness.
 
   Part of him wanted to protest. Now more than ever, this woman needed somebody to help her carry this terrible burden. The problem was that he had no idea how he could possibly help. With a sigh, he rose and left the flat.
 
   “How are they?” the voice said from directly behind Simon, causing him to jump. He was almost certain that he’d let go just a bit with his bladder.
 
   “I don’t rightly know,” Simon admitted. “The girl woke up, but she is just staring up like she has no more life in her than those deaders.”
 
   “And Shadiyah?” Mrs. Raye pressed, getting up from the rocking chair that she’d dragged out to the hall and set in front of her door.
 
   Simon had to blink a few times to be sure he was not imagining things. Lanterns had been placed all along the hallway in both directions to offer up just enough light to see. As his eyes scanned the scene, he was certain that the body count in this hall had increased by several new additions.
 
   “Boy!” Mrs. Raye was now right in front of him, snapping her fingers. He shook his head and blinked.
 
   “Sorry…umm…Shadiyah seems…okay?” He was not sure that was even remotely the correct word to use to describe her, but at least she was moving about, talking…things like that which he had to take as some sort of good sign. Right?
 
   “Well, you and I need to make a choice here and now.”
 
   “And what choice would that be?” Simon’s eyes came to rest on the body of a boy no older than seven. He clearly had bites taken out of his arms, but somehow that did not seem as bad as the fact that he had the handle of a kitchen knife jutting from one eye socket.
 
   “Are we going to stay here and try to make the best of this terrible nightmare, or are we going to seek out someplace else?”
 
   Simon returned his focus to Mrs. Raye. That had actually been his own thoughts just before he had encountered them while he was chasing those—
 
   The feeling punched him in the gut with enough force to cause him to actually drop to his knees. He had been chasing some punks who were running around the building apparently causing trouble for the surprisingly few tenants remaining here in the Towers. His mind drifted back to the past couple of days…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m scared, Simon,” Miranda said before moaning and curling up into a tight fetal position on her bed.
 
   Simon picked up the towel that she had just used to wipe her mouth after vomiting into the rubbish bin he’d brought to her bedside. He held it in a gloved finger and thumb as he deposited it into that same bin and then shut the lid and pushed it aside.
 
   “I know, sis,” Simon commiserated. 
 
   He had just left the living room where he had watched a new update on BBC News that said a person had no more than seventy-two hours after being bitten before he or she would turn. Well, he had an update for them; Miranda had been bitten five days ago. Her eyes had the black tracers, and she was obviously not feeling well, but she had managed to fight off whatever this infection might be for a full two days past their supposed long end of the spectrum. 
 
   Maybe she would recover if she could just get whatever it was out of her system. That was why he’d been slipping Ipecac into her food. She said that she could not taste a thing, so he figured that he could help induce enough vomiting and, coupled with how he had her bundled up so heavily to induce sweating, he would make her better.
 
   “Oh, God!” Miranda moaned as she lunged for the edge of the bed. Fortunately, she did not have much left in her system. The bile and broth mixture was more of a frothy trickle at this point as she heaved and made noises that had Simon on the verge of joining her.
 
   “Let it all out, Miranda,” Simon whispered as he sat beside his sister and held her hair back. That was the least he could do.
 
   She heaved again and her body went rigid for a second, and then collapsed. A long, wet, strangled sigh escaped his sister, and then she did something that proved to Simon just how sick his sister really was.
 
   The eye-stinging reek of flatulence assaulted Simon’s nose before he could think to hold his breath. He forced himself to keep quiet. He knew Miranda well enough to know that she would die from embarrassment if he so much as hinted at what she had just done.
 
   She was still for several seconds before she began to move. At first it was slow and sluggish and he continued to rub her back and utter soothing words. Then, she began to struggle as if she wanted to roll over. Simon stood up to allow her room and froze in his tracks at what he saw.
 
   “Miranda,” he cried, taking a step back from the thing that was no longer his sister.
 
   The eyes which had been red and puffy were now filmed with a sickly yellowish coating that made the black tracers stand out all that much more. The skin of her face had sagged, and her open mouth revealed a tongue that appeared gray as it slid out over her bluish lips. A low moan escaped his little sister and Simon was now frozen in place from the combination of grief and horror.
 
   How had he not noticed her dying right beside him? He’d been rubbing her back for mercy sake! Yet, he could not deny the simple fact that his sister was now one of them…the walking dead.
 
   For some reason, he found himself helpless to do anything as she slowly rose from the bed, struggling to get out of it. When she fell hard to the floor after her feet became tangled in the blankets, he’d actually almost stepped forward to help her up and to assist in freeing her from the tangle of linens. Fortunately, the same force that had not allowed him to flee also seemed inclined to keep him from stepping in to help.
 
   It was not until her cold, dead hands gripped his arm that the spell finally broke. Unfortunately for Simon, that was a shade too late. He jerked his arm, but was not prepared for how tight Miranda clutched him. 
 
   When she bit into his forearm, all the parts of his brain that had continued to insist that this creature was his sister and not a flesh-eating zombie simply disguised as a poor and much uglier imitation were silenced by the facts. Simon shoved hard and slammed the Miranda-zombie backwards towards the bed. It clipped her right behind the knees and she fell back gracelessly. Her grip on his arm had only loosened slightly, but it was enough for him to finally free himself.
 
   When she started to rise again, he had kicked her in the chest as hard as he could. Without waiting to see if there had been any negligible effects, Simon ran for the door, pulled it shut behind him, and then collapsed against the wall across from his sister’s room. He looked down at his arm and winced as the pain receptors kicked in over the receding adrenaline.
 
   A dull thud sounded and Simon could see the dark shadows at the bottom of the door; she was right on the other side, and it sounded like she was trying to chew her way through. He forced himself up to his feet and hurried to the bathroom. 
 
   Flipping on the light, he examined the bite. The imprint of Miranda’s teeth could be easily made out and blood dripped from a few places where she had broken the skin. He opened the cabinet and pulled out some TCP. Twisting off the cap, he poured a good bit on the wound and winced at the incredible burning that felt like it would eat through to the bone.
 
   He had gone to the living room and sat down. Despite everything that had happened, Simon had drifted off to sleep as the adrenaline left him and his body simply shut down. When he awoke, it was to an eerie silence. He rose slowly and made his way to Miranda’s door. Getting down on his stomach, he looked under the crack and saw the shadows of her feet; she was still standing just on the other side, but she was simply shifting back and forth. 
 
   Next, he held his breath and returned to the bathroom. He looked in the mirror and was amazed to see that his eyes still looked normal. He leaned closer and pried his eyelids as far apart as he could, peering intently until his eyes began to sting and water.
 
   “Nothing,” he mumbled and returned to the living room. 
 
   He stared at the television, but there was nothing on the screen, not even the test pattern. The screen merely flickered and occasionally had a burst of static but nothing more. He moved to the kitchen and tripped over a discarded shoe. Almost immediately, the sounds of Miranda pawing and slapping at her door resumed.
 
   Simon knew what he had to do. It hurt him deep in his soul, but he could not allow his sister to remain one of those things, and if he was going to eventually turn as well, he needed to take care of her sooner rather than later.
 
   He went to the hall closet and fetched his metal baton. He thought it over, and then tucked that into his belt and returned to the kitchen, his eyes scanned all the knives, but everything he looked at made him wince inwardly. He could not just kill Miranda. Yes, he realized that the thing in her bedroom was no longer his little sister, but it still looked way too much like her for him to be able to beat her to death or ram a large knife into her head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Simon whispered as he turned and left the flat.
 
   He had not even closed the door when one of those things came for him. He thought that it might be one of the Pulaski family. He seemed to recall that they had relatives from Warsaw who had recently moved in. For whatever reason, he had no problems at all pulling out his baton and swinging with all his might.
 
   At some point, Simon began to grow tired. He had not realized that he had taken down a dozen of these abominations. He walked across the hall and tried the first door after knocking and receiving no answer. This was the Smythe family’s flat. 
 
   As soon as he entered, he was hit by a tremendously foul stench that made him struggle for just a moment with being sick. Once he regained control, and felt confident that he would not vomit, he made his way into the living room. What he saw made him pause, but it also was perhaps the single thing that pushed him over the edge and into acceptance.
 
   The Smythe family consisted of the father, mother, and three boys between the ages of ten and fifteen that were constantly causing a ruckus and being scolded by their shrill-voiced mother. At the moment, those three boys were all crouched around a single figure that was sprawled on the floor. The body lay just perfectly so that the morning sunlight could trickle through the open curtains and bathe it in a golden glow.
 
   The oldest of the boys held an arm that had been violently ripped away. The other two were both face down in the abdomen, feasting in such a way that reminded Simon of swine at the trough. Entrails were ripped out and scattered about haphazardly. 
 
   The sounds of smacking, moaning, and slurping were horrendous to witness, but there was another sound that made Simon’s ears perk up. It was a squeak and a metallic clink that came in erratic intervals.
 
   He briefly considered just trying another flat, but he feared he would find more of the same, or perhaps even worse. Stepping forward, Simon had taken his baton to the closest boy; that had also been the youngest. It only took five swings to crack the skull and send the dark jelly-like matter within splattering in an arc across the nearby wall.
 
   By then, the other two had re-oriented their attention from the corpse on the floor to the living, breathing person who had dared interfere. The oldest was trying to stand, and that was when Simon realized that most of his left leg had been gnawed off from the knee on down. That made Simon’s decision marginally easier as he stepped in and drove the small, blunt tip of his baton into the eye socket of the middle boy before shoving the older one back down and then repeating the move. He was pleasantly surprised to discover that using the “eye socket” method was much quicker and easier than trying to bust open a skull. 
 
   Once finished with the third boy, Simon set off down the dim hallway to investigate the noise. He could see a door to the right that was shut, but the light was on and trickling under the door where the mysterious sound emanated. He knelt down, but he did not see any shadows that would indicate something moving around on the other side. 
 
   Steeling himself, and then giving a quick yank, he opened the door and let out a little shout of surprise. He had discovered the father. The man had a dozen or more small bites taken from his arms. Apparently, he decided that he would try to end himself by hanging from the shower head. He had looped a belt around his throat and then probably just forced his legs out from underneath his body. Whether it worked or not would be anybody’s guess. 
 
   Currently, the man was actually standing up in the tub. He was in black socks with no shoes, so he kept losing traction and slipping. That was causing the belt to cinch up, and then as he struggled back to standing, he would bump against the tiled walls with his heavy belt buckle or even one of the rings on his hands. Simon recalled the first time he’d seen the man; he had scoffed inwardly at all the jewelry the man wore. He also had several gold chains…or at least he used to. Most of them had snapped at some point and littered the bottom of the tub.
 
   The man spotted Simon and lunged, causing him to jump back out of reflex. Unfortunately for the zombie, the slack in the belt was gone in an instant and the man’s head and neck whiplashed. The feet slipped and shot out from underneath the zombie and the body fell a short distance and jerked to a stop with an audible crack that Simon could not tell whether or not were the bones in the man’s neck, or the fixture he was now almost dangling from by his entire weight.
 
   Simon had ended the man and then returned to the living room just in time to witness as what was left of Mrs. Smythe begin to sit up. That had proved to be too much and Simon had left and returned to his own flat. He could endure the idea of Miranda’s zombie on the other side of a door. And as long as she did not start making too much racket, perhaps he could just pretend.
 
   That had lasted two days. During that time, Simon had watched from his window as the city of Leeds fell to the undead. He had already known better than to try and go to one of the shelters. He had a bird’s eye view of one and had seen it fall the day before Miranda died.
 
   Every night, he’d heard the sounds of screams and even people begging and pleading for their lives. Part of his conscience urged Simon to get out there and try to help…do something. The problem was that a much louder voice in his head warned that his very survival probably hinged on him staying put for the time being.
 
   He had finally dismissed that voice when he’d heard some screams from the flat directly below his own. It was not just the scream, but the cruel sounding laughter that accompanied it. At last, Simon made the choice to resume his calling of being a servant of the public.
 
   He had exited his flat and dashed down the hall. That careless act almost cost him when one of the walking dead lunged from an open doorway and the pair tumbled to the ground in a heap. Luckily, Simon came up on top and was able to kick away from the uncoordinated zombie. He did not even bother ending the thing; he was determined to help somebody. He knew he was likely doomed to the same fate his sister had succumbed to, but that was suddenly strangely liberating.
 
   He reached the landing and briefly registered the fact that the door was actually open already. The hall was much like what he had seen on his own floor. Rubbish was strewn the length of it and a few bodies were sprawled just about everywhere. Many of the doors to the flats on this floor were open and looked to have been pried or kicked in.
 
   Another shriek came from down the hall and Simon started for it. He gripped his baton and stayed close to the wall, switching sides as he neared a door. His swapping back and forth had him across the hall from where the noises were coming by the time he reached that open door.
 
   “…c’mon, ducky, give us a little smile,” a voice chortled.
 
   “Please…please don’t,” a female voice begged.
 
   Simon tilted his head in confusion. It sounded like an old lady. His hatred for whomever these animals were had just found a new level. He discarded caution and strode to the open doorway. 
 
   He had not expected there to be three. Even worse, just as he stepped into the doorway, one of the trio, a pudgy man about Simon’s age was exiting for some reason. He had a big bag in his hands and actually displayed surprising reflexes. Before Simon could bring his baton into play, the man swung the bag and slammed Simon back out and into the corridor. A boot to his ribs quickly followed. 
 
   “Hey, fellas, we got a copper out here!” the pudgy one hollered.
 
   Simon scuttled back and recovered just as the other two emerged. He held out the baton in front of him and prepared for the worst.
 
   “Nobody here called for a bacon sandwich did they?” one of the men said with a sneer. This one was blond with blue eyes that had a visible coldness to them.
 
   “Maybe you three should just move on,” Simon said, trying his best not to sound like he was nervous.
 
   “We got all we need here, right boys?” the blond said to the others. “But here is what we are gonna do.” The man stepped closer to Simon, but was smart enough to stay out of range of the baton. “We decided that we want this tower. We are simply serving all the occupants notice that they need to find someplace else to live.”
 
   “You’re what?” Simon gasped.
 
   “Yeah, see, we been living over in Wortley Towers, but too many of them damn flesh eaters skulking about. We decided that we would make Clyde our new home. If you want to stay, well then, you will be paying rent.”
 
   “You are mad if you think any of this—” 
 
   And then something crashed into the back of his head. When he woke up, he was still in the hall. He gave his body a cursory inspection, but everything seemed fine. His baton was on the floor up against the wall across from him; they had not taken anything. That puzzled him.
 
   He climbed to his feet and went into the flat he’d encountered these hooligans in and gave it a look. Whoever it was that had been here was gone now. The place was empty and looked like it had been properly sacked.
 
   He turned back to the fire exit and saw a message spray painted on the wall: This is your 24-hour notice. Get out!
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   Join or Die
 
    
 
   “There were four of them,” Simon muttered. He quickly recounted his ordeal to Mrs. Raye.
 
   “Perhaps it would be best if we all stuck close for a few days.” Mrs. Raye shoved her chair into her flat and then pulled the door closed. 
 
   The pair returned to the door to Shadiyah’s flat and knocked. There was a long pause, and Simon was about to knock again when the door suddenly swung open.
 
   “I don’t need watching, thank you,” the tired looking woman snapped.
 
   “Don’t be an idiot,” Mrs. Raye huffed, elbowing past Simon and using her left arm to nudge Shadiyah out of the way as well. “I think we all know what has happened. It also seems as if most that could leave this place have done so. They left behind the elderly, the immigrants who could not speak the language, and therefore obviously did not know exactly what was happening, and apparently the stubborn few idiots like us.”
 
   “Mr. Ivanoff would not leave if the building were on fire,” Shadiyah mumbled.
 
   “Like I said…the idiots.” 
 
   Mrs. Raye walked into the living room and skirted around the heap on the floor that was Assi’s sleeping form. She looked out the window and sighed. After a moment, Simon followed. He gave a shrug and an apologetic look to Shadiyah as he shut the door and slipped past her glare of annoyance.
 
   “It would seem that we must come together if we are going to have any chance at surviving.” Mrs. Raye continued to look out the window for another moment before turning back to face the two who managed to somehow stand a good distance from each other despite the close confines of the living room. “We should perhaps plan a way to fortify our position here and then work our way down and systematically clear the floors.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Shadiyah blurted.
 
   “I think we all agree that the shelters were a colossal mistake. We have a better chance here than perhaps almost anyplace else. We need to make this place as safe as we can and also start gathering supplies.” Mrs. Raye walked over to the small table where Shadiyah had started sorting out what was in the bags from their brief excursion. “We should actually start on the ground floor. That is likely going to be the worst. But, if we can clear it and then make it a real chore for anything, living or dead, to make it inside, then we might just be okay.”
 
   “Will that make you Dennis Hopper?” Simon mumbled.
 
   “Excuse me?” Mrs. Raye turned to the man with an arched eyebrow.
 
   “Nothing…obscure reference to a bad movie.” Simon shot a glance at Shadiyah and saw no sign that she was even listening to any of this. “What about that bit I was telling you before we came here?”
 
   “I say we worry when that problem lifts its head. The way I see it, we have the numbers now, this person can either join up with us, or he can leave.”
 
   “What?” Apparently Shadiyah was paying better attention than Simon realized.
 
   The woman stormed over to Simon and grabbed him by the arms. Her eyes were wide and her face had morphed into a mask of hatred again. Still, Simon could not help it as his eyes were drawn down to the woman’s very ample cleavage. He scolded himself and used all his willpower to look into Shadiyah’s eyes. Of course that only reminded him of how beautiful they were. Even now, in her seething anger, she had beautiful eyes.
 
   She shook him, demanding that he tell her what he had meant by a fourth person. He stammered and stumbled a bit, but he eventually told her his own story about his encounter with the small gang of miscreants. Just as he had with Mrs. Raye, he left out the part about the bite he had suffered. As long as he wore the long-sleeved jacket and his eyes did not show those dark squiggles, he would be fine. That reminded him, he needed to get to a bathroom soon and see if there was any sign. He did not know exactly how it worked, but he imagined it should be something he could see at the onset. After all, once it did occur, it was very apparent; that had been all he could focus on any time that he was near Miranda.
 
   “The only choice I will give that prick is whether I cut off his balls before or after I kill him!” Shadiyah snarled, shoving Simon away. 
 
   “No, you won’t.” Mrs. Raye stepped forward and planted herself directly in front of the angry younger woman. 
 
   “What! Are you going to defend this monster!”
 
   “First, this person was not present when your sister was assaulted.”
 
   “Assaulted?” Shadiyah was nearing hysterics now. “Call it what it was…she was raped. And had I not shown up when I did, those other scum bags would have taken their turns.”
 
   “This mystery person was not present for that horrible thing. Additionally, they could have killed Simon when they had the chance. I don’t know why they didn’t, but here he is…alive and well.”
 
   “I don’t care.” Shadiyah stepped into that few inches that separated her and Mrs. Raye. 
 
   Simon decided that perhaps enough was enough. He leaned in between the two and eased them apart, keeping his focus on Shadiyah since he was less concerned about Mrs. Raye taking a swing at him. Surprisingly, he had to physically push both women back and away.
 
   “We won’t be much good to anybody including ourselves if we keep this up. How about if we decide to at least see what this person has to say before we just kill him?” He was looking directly at Shadiyah and he saw something flash in her eyes, and then…they seemed to go blank.
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   The woman stepped away and crossed her arms. Something about her tone, expression, and the total lack of any emotion in her eyes made Simon suddenly a bit nervous.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   How could he say something like that? Shadiyah fumed, but she kept it to herself. Just swallow anything from here on that upsets or angers you, the time will come when you will be able to release all of that on the person who deserves it.
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   Shadiyah put herself in between these intruders and her sister. They could make all the plans they wanted, and if that included bringing in this mystery man, that was okay by her. Everybody had to sleep some time. Until then, she would do what she had promised. She was going to take care of her sister. 
 
   Mrs. Raye started talking about what needed to be done and how. She was going on about how they needed to start downstairs on the ground floor and go from door to door.
 
   “I know of a hardware store not far off…Cartwright Hardware. We should find anything we need there,” Simon said.
 
   “That place is on the other side of the tracks,” Mrs. Raye said with a grimace. “And none of us have a car. How do you propose to bring back enough to make the trip worth it?”
 
   “I guess I will have to find a vehicle.” Simon gave a shrug.
 
   “Yes…one that just happens to have the keys handy, and also enough petrol to get you there and back.”
 
   “It’s not even a mile away.” 
 
   “May as will be on another planet at the moment.” Mrs. Raye gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “Besides, I don’t think anybody here is eager to go out there in that madness. It would be best if we can find a way to seal things off with what we have on hand. All we really need to do for now is seal off the openings in the fence. That bugger is made of some sturdy iron or some such. It should keep the walking dead out unless they can climb fences. I don’t believe that to be the case, so we should be fine. I know there are a few cars parked in back. Even without the keys, we might be able to push them in front of those gaps and seal things up.”
 
   “That still means going outside,” Simon insisted. “And I think I can manage to get one of those transport vans running with a little bit of effort.”
 
   “How about if we just deal with making the most of what we have, young man? I know it might seem like a good idea to venture out for whatever you can find, but I believe we need to make the most of what we have and then make a list of what we actually need. If you go dashing off right now, you are just going to be taking things willy-nilly. If we intend to hold this place, then we need to be smart.”
 
   “And what about this mystery person?” Shadiyah finally asked, unable to wait any longer. “He was part of that group that raped my sister. I want him found now. Not only do I want to be sure that he pays for what has been done, but I certainly don’t want a monster like that to hurt somebody else.”
 
   “Perhaps that is where we can begin,” Simon offered. “You and Mrs. Raye can head to the top floor and work your way down. Knock on every door. I doubt that Mr. Ivanoff is the only person left in this tower besides the three—” He snapped his mouth shut and made an apologetic bow of his head before continuing. “Besides the four of us, I mean. Meanwhile, I will head down to the grounds and see what it will take to seal things off.”
 
   “And what would you have us do if we find somebody that counts as being one of the living?” Shadiyah replied with a scowl.
 
   “I think that is self-explanatory, girl,” Mrs. Raye huffed. “We need to get rid of the walking dead and dispose of the remains, and we should get anybody living to locate to one central floor.”
 
   “And do you think rushing off by yourself is such a good idea?” Shadiyah asked Simon.
 
   “Would you prefer that I stay and help the two of you with clearing the floors?” Simon retorted, instantly regretting it. He was not sure how it sounded to Mrs. Raye or Shadiyah, but in his own ears it almost sounded like he was perhaps belittling the women and their ability to fend for themselves.
 
   “I just think we would be best served if we all stuck together,” Shadiyah replied with a shrug. “Sort of like the rules you learn by watching scary movies. You know…as soon as you split up, somebody dies.”
 
   Simon made it a point to hold back any sort of smile that tried to etch itself into his face. “Okay, then perhaps we will all stay together. But if that is the case, then we need to decide if it is more important to search the building or see to securing it from any of those things getting in.”
 
   The discussion was brief. Each of them came to the quick decision that it would be best to see about preventing any of the walking dead from stumbling into the building. They would have their hands full as it was with dispatching the ones already inside.
 
   Each of them decided upon his or her weapon of choice. Shadiyah of course chose her father’s scimitar; Mrs. Raye held up her cane with the head apparently sturdy enough to cave in a skull and the tip able to plunge through an eye socket with ease; Simon kept his metal baton but also got permission from Shadiyah to grab a meat clever from the kitchen.
 
   “Just in case,” was his reply to the unasked question.
 
   As for Assi, Shadiyah woke her as gently as possible and explained to her what was happening and that they would be back soon. “I don’t care what anybody says, you can’t open the door. The only person with a key is me, and I will use it. Do you understand?”
 
   Her sister simply stared at her. That was both good and bad. At the moment, the good rested in the fact that it now seemed beyond unlikely that the girl would do anything past sitting or lying exactly where she was at the moment. She could deal with the bad later. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The trio stepped out into the hallway. Simon saw Shadiyah’s eyes dart to the door where the trail of blood led from the bodies of the attackers that had been dragged out of her flat. There was something in her look that made him just a little bit nervous. Part of him reasoned that she knew the difference between him and those animals, but he was not comfortable enough to say he was a hundred percent certain.
 
   They all trekked to the fire exit and took the stairs down to the ground floor. When they reached the bottom, it was actually Mrs. Raye who stepped to the front and scooted in between Simon and the door.
 
   “The two of you step back,” the older woman whispered. “When I open this door, something may very well fall through, be ready for that. Also, try to stay quiet. I imagine we will all see things we would rather never have to witness. Also, it does not matter if you recognize the person or not, if they have those terrible eyes, they are one of the walking dead. That is it, period. You kill them fast and let your conscience sort it out later. Are you both clear?” 
 
   Simon had seen some of the news reports, and even worse, he had endured the attack by his own sister. He felt confident that he would be able to handle himself and gave a curt nod. He did not look over in time to see if Shadiyah actually responded in any manner, but the look in her eyes made him believe that she had probably given the okay as well.
 
   Mrs. Raye threw open the door and…nothing. Simon peeked out and was surprised to find at least this particular area empty of any of the walking dead. He could see across the street and spied a few walking dead stumbling along, but none of them were even remotely close, nor did the few in sight seem to notice or pay them any attention.
 
   “Look!” Shadiyah hissed, pointing to their left where a bit of an alley ran between the two towers. A figure dressed in black jeans, boots, and a dark green hooded sweatshirt was hopping up on a Dumpster and then vanished as he leapt over the fence and scurried away towards the other building.
 
   “Was that him?” Shadiyah spun to face Simon.
 
   “I don’t really know. You do remember that I was hit in the head from behind, right?”
 
   “I think we can worry about this stuff later,” Mrs. Raye said quietly. “For now, I think it best if we do a walk-around and see where we need to seal things off. It would also be good to take each one as we find it and use whatever we can…like right over there.” 
 
   The other two turned their heads to see what was being pointed out. There was a narrow entry just off from the small parking lot. A few small trucks were parked haphazardly in the few nearby spaces. Shadiyah actually started for one of the vehicles, but Simon grabbed her by the shoulder, making it a point to do so with caution in case she was still a bit spooked.
 
   “Hold on,” Simon leaned forward and whispered. 
 
   A series of small, two-story flats bordered the rear of Clyde Court Towers. Stumbling from an open gate that made an ominous creak as if to signal the arrival of this new horror was a zombie. This one had been a young lady. While it was clear that she was one of the walking dead, it was not the couple of bites visible on one arm that drew attention. 
 
   Her head sat strangely crooked, tilted to the right to the point where the ear was resting on the bare skin of her shoulder. One leg was obviously broken at mid-thigh and the bone jutted through the meat. It was a wonder that she could move, and it looked like that break would eventually buckle the pathetic creature as the meat ultimately gave way. Right now, it was obvious that dense muscle was all that kept the leg from folding like a lawn chair.
 
   “Judy Bissell,” Mrs. Raye whispered. “She lived on the tenth floor.”
 
   “You think she fell?” Simon asked as he gripped his baton tighter and prepared to go end the poor thing’s existence.
 
   “Does it matter?” Shadiyah huffed as she pushed past the man and plunged the tip of her scimitar through the woman’s face, jerking back just as fast as she’d struck. The body collapsed to the ground and was still.
 
   “What the bloody hell!” Simon exclaimed.
 
   “Do you have a problem with this?” Mrs. Raye grabbed Simon by the elbow and spun him to face her. “Because if you do, then perhaps you should return inside and watch over that little girl upstairs. I told you before I opened that door what we would be dealing with.”
 
   “B-b-but…” Simon’s protest died on his lips. Of course she was right; both of them were. 
 
   “No buts, young man,” Mrs. Raye insisted.
 
   “Are we done talking?” Shadiyah wiped off her blade with the hem of Judy Bissell’s blouse.
 
   “We need to move one of those cars over there and use it to seal off the gap in the fence here.” 
 
   Mrs. Raye pointed and that seemed to snap Simon out of his trance or whatever had come over him. Shadiyah watched as he jogged from one car to the next and peeked inside. He called out that one of them actually had the keys still dangling from the ignition. He opened the door, climbed in and then followed Mrs. Raye’s hand signals as he parked so close to the fence that the sound of scraping metal could be heard. As Shadiyah watched, she sort of felt sorry for Simon; he was a nice enough guy, but at this moment, she doubted his ability to survive longer than a few weeks if he did not experience a serious shift in his mindset.
 
   That last thought made her pause. Was it really as dramatic as all that? Did a person have to change the way he or she thought in order to survive? The scene involving the brutalization of her sister flashed in Shadiyah’s mind and that was enough to convince her that it was absolutely necessary. While such horrid things were not entirely uncommon in the world before the dead rose and began to wipe out the living, she felt that perhaps such things might become much too common now.
 
   The reality was that humans had displayed over the centuries that they are a mostly selfish species. Throughout history there were tales of abuse and enslavement. Man liked to control, and if given the chance to control with absolute power, he was prone to abuse that power. With no system of law or justice in place, anybody could do whatever struck their fancy with basically absolute impunity. Well, she would just have to ensure that neither she nor her sister suffered such a thing ever again.
 
   “Shadiyah!” Mrs. Raye whispered forcefully, obviously not for the first time by the sound of her voice or the look on her face.
 
   “What?” Shadiyah flushed and shook off her reverie.
 
   “We need to get moving. There is nothing actually separating the two buildings, so we need to seal that other tower.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “When I first ran into those hooligans, one of them told me that the other tower was done in,” Simon interjected as he hurried to them at a jog. “He said that they were overwhelmed with zombies in that other tower. For whatever reason, more people stayed than left, and the way it sounds, most of them are now zombies.”
 
   Shadiyah considered that statement and smiled; if they sealed off that building, then perhaps that evil bastard would find himself trapped. The best possible scenario other than one where she struck the death blow after a prolonged series of torture sessions would be for the zombies to rip that person apart and feast on his insides while he watched.
 
   “What are we waiting for?” Shadiyah took off at a jog in the direction that Mrs. Raye had indicated.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon followed a few yards back. Part of his reasoning was that he could better keep an eye on things, but if pressed, he would have to admit to himself that he was just a little bit frightened of Shadiyah.
 
   Her quickness and ease in killing Judy Bissell was only partially disconcerting; after all, the woman was obviously one of the undead. However, almost everybody in the Towers knew Judy. She was always engaged in some cause or another to help those that she considered less fortunate. It was said that she went hungry on more than one occasion because she ran across some poor beggar with a sad tale that had her emptying out her cupboards. She’d gotten special permission from the owners of the building to place a small bin in front of the door to her flat where people could donate blankets and such. Every Saturday, she would walk the streets of Leeds and hand out whatever she had managed to accumulate.
 
   Simon had gone to Judy’s once bearing a casserole that his mother had made. The only two things he recalled from that meeting was that Judy Bissell did not shave her armpits, and that she owned no furniture, her flat was basically empty.
 
   They made their way around the back side that bordered Phil May Court. That was where they apparently ran out of luck. His best guess was that perhaps the massive number of people that had gathered at the nearby church must have turned. At least two dozen of the undead were staggering about on the grounds as more came to join them from that open gate between the church and Clyde Court Towers.
 
   “Wait!” Mrs. Raye whispered angrily, but it was too late; Shadiyah was striding out to the middle of the small crowd. 
 
   The woman whirled about with her scimitar and took down the first three zombies unlucky enough to be standing less than a few feet away. Her long, black hair whirled about as she spun and sliced or jabbed. 
 
   By the time that Simon could snap out of his amazed stupor, she had taken down seven of the monsters. Simon stepped forward to help and froze. He would need to adjust the woman’s kill total down by at least one. A severed head was at his feet where it had rolled to a stop, but the eyes were shifting back and forth as the mouth opened and closed. He used the tip of his baton, pressing it to the left eye socket and then, cupping both hands over the butt of his weapon and giving a sturdy thrust down, he ended the entirety of the zombie’s existence. His brain placed that little event in a special place for later. He thought that it might be important.
 
   It happened so fast that Simon actually had to turn two complete circles to be certain that they had in fact taken down all of the undead in the immediate area. He looked over at Shadiyah who was already wiping off her sword and seemed no more concerned than if they were out for a Sunday stroll. Mrs. Raye was leaning against a wall and seemed to be trying to catch her breath. He jogged over to her to see if she was okay or if perhaps she had been bitten.
 
   “Just not as spry as I used to be,” the woman said with a groan as she pushed away from the wall.
 
   The trio actually worked together with quick, quiet efficiency as they pushed a small blue lorry into place and then pulled off the pallets stacked on the flatbed of the vehicle and shoved them under it to prevent or at least limit the possibility of zombies coming underneath and emerging in their slowly developing stronghold.
 
   It was also in the cab of the lorry that Simon lucked upon a very helpful find: a set of chains with a padlock. Of course, the lock would have been useless were it not for the ring of keys on the floor of the passenger’s side.
 
   Hurrying to the main entrance, Simon actually had to yank one of the undead through the door. Shadiyah was at his side in an instant, plunging her blade into the zombie’s face as he looped the chains through the doors and was just about to secure the lock when a hand slapped on the glass.
 
   “Let me out!” the face on the other side pleaded.
 
   Simon’s eyes went wide as he took in the hooded face. This had to be the mystery man that had been running with the three men that Shadiyah killed.
 
   “Yes,” a cold voice whispered from beside him, causing Simon to jump. Shadiyah stepped up to the door and brandished her blade. “Please let him out. We wouldn’t want the zombies to have a go at him.”
 
   “C’mon, mate, let me out. Those things are coming, and there are too many for me to take down.” The man banged on the glass for emphasis.
 
   Simon tilted his head and glanced past the man to the corridor beyond. Sure enough, there were at least twenty of the things coming, and this man had no weapon (at least nothing visible) to use in his defense.
 
   “If we let you out, you may have some problems that you will need to deal with.” By now, Mrs. Raye had reached the doorway.
 
   “What sort of problems?” the man almost whined, the fear oozing from his voice. “I think these things are problem enough, yeah?”
 
   “You and your boys did a number on her sister,” Simon said, glancing over at Shadiyah who was now pacing back and forth like a caged tiger.
 
   “I had no part in that. I dropped those guys when they started hurting people, now please, let me out…I will do whatever you ask, but don’t let those things get me!”
 
   Simon saw the fear on the man’s face. His eyes were wide and he kept looking over his shoulder and pushing impotently on the doors. 
 
   “Let him out,” Mrs. Raye said, stepping between him and Shadiyah. Then she turned to the younger woman. “You stay in line until we have had a chance to talk to this young man and at least hear his story.”
 
   Simon pulled the padlock free and then yanked the chain out in a loud metallic rattle. The man pushed out and spilled onto the landing. He had barely managed to get to his knees when the tip of a scimitar was against the back of his neck.
 
   “You are out, but you aren’t moving until you talk,” Shadiyah said with almost no emotion.
 
   The man froze and very slowly lowered himself to the ground and rolled onto his back. He kept his hands out and eyed the three people staring down at him for a moment before he began to speak.
 
   “Me and the boys were having a bit of a party a few nights ago. Had some friends over and were having a right good time when the news came on that told everybody to either shelter in place or make their way to one of the rescue centers. People took off like rats on a sinking ship, ya know? The only ones left were me, Dizz, Gecko, and Sven. The four of us just sat in front of the telly, downing pints and watching the world come to an end.
 
   “When they said that all of China, Japan, and most of India had gone dark, we were worried, but when that American doctor said that this was the dead coming back, we knew what was what. We decided that we should probably find as much food as possible. Since so many people had left their homes to go to those emergency shelters, we figured that they would not miss their groceries. We went from door to door, starting on our floor. 
 
   “We didn’t run into anybody until we reached two floors under ours. That was when we came upon the first actual deader. The thing was hunched over some poor bloke and feasting on him like a Christmas turkey. Dizz had his little knife, the one he carried everywhere and acted like it was some amazing thing. He used to flip that damn thing out and whirl it around… Sorry,” the man shook his head, “just remembering what a proper wanker he could be. Anyways, he steps in and sticks that thing in the side of the head. Does just like they said on the news, but then the one being chewed on starts to move, so the fellas start to have a little fun, ya know.
 
   “They start sticking him and knocking him over. They eventually decide to lure that poor fella to the stairs and are gonna shove him down just to see what happens and that is when the door to Miss Bissell’s flat opened. That woman screamed like nobody’s business, but she was actually screaming at Dizz and Sven to leave the poor bloke alone.
 
   “Gecko tried to grab the damn thing, but it got past him and took a good bite of Miss Bissell. Now she is screaming and hollering while that thing pulls away with a big piece of her arm. We got the thing away and Miss Bissell slams her door on us saying she is going to call the authorities. I told her—”
 
   “This is all a nice story,” Shadiyah interrupted. “But I want to know how you try to explain that what happened to my sister is not reason enough for me to stick you through and leave you to die.”
 
   “And it would help if you were able to explain why you hit me on the head and left me in the hall when I came upon your mates about to do the same thing to another poor woman…and as far as I know, might very well have done so since her door was still open and her flat was empty when I came to,” Simon said as he stepped beside Shadiyah in a demonstration of support.
 
   “And perhaps you can explain the twenty-four hour notice that was spray painted on the wall over in our tower.” Mrs. Raye took a place on the other side of the man and then gave a slight nod of her head to the left.
 
   A handful of zombies were coming, no doubt drawn by all the noise. Simon took a moment to watch as they staggered and stumbled, seeming to fine tune their approach as they got closer and closer.
 
   “I had no idea what they were doing until I caught them. We had split up, supposedly each of us going to a different floor. I have no explanation for what they did, and the reason I conked you,” the man gave a nod to Simon, “is because you were threatening my mates. I had no idea about that woman until after I hit you. Then I told them I was done and I escorted that lady up to the top floor.”
 
   “Of this building?” Mrs. Raye said with a frown. “So you abandoned her and you were leaving her to die?”
 
   “You got it all wrong, mum,” the man said, obviously flustered as well as very aware of the approaching zombies. “I was trying to get folks to the top floor here because the lower ones were so bad off. I heard screaming coming from your building and went to help—”
 
   “Your boys said that this building is overrun,” Simon cut the man off and shot another look over at the approaching zombies. 
 
   “No worse than yours.” The man shrugged very slightly causing Shadiyah to jab him in the shoulder with her weapon. He hissed between his teeth, but other than that, he simply remained on the ground with his arms out to his sides.
 
   Simon observed that the man seemed more resigned than angry. In his opinion, if this man happened to be anything like his former and late companions, he would probably be displaying a great deal more aggression and anger. Still, he did not think he could convince the angry young woman at his side to relax any time soon. What he needed to do was find a way to get this man on their side and convince Shadiyah that it would be to all of their benefit.
 
   “You said that you brought that woman to the top floor and left her,” Mrs. Raye stepped back into the conversation. “Is she still up there?”
 
   “Should be,” the man said with a very slight nod, his eyes flicking to the blade hovering over his left shoulder as if to ensure that it was not going to stick him again. “I escorted her, a group of three kids from the fifth floor including what I am pretty sure are a brother and sister…umm…anybody speak Pakistani…I think they are that or maybe Iranian? Umm…also there were these two little old Scottish birds and then Miss Bissell.”
 
   Simon felt his head snap around and focus on the man lying on the ground. That sudden reaction made Shadiyah jump, and the man on the ground apparently thought he was about to be executed because he curled into a ball and threw his hands over his head, begging to be spared.
 
   Mrs. Raye caught Shadiyah’s arm as she recovered and started to lunge forward. Simon knelt and grabbed the man by the shoulders and yanked him around so that they were face-to-face.
 
   “You put Miss Bissell with those people? Was she the only one that was bitten?” Simon shouted.
 
   “What? Yes…why?” the man seemed on the verge of absolute panic now.
 
   “Didn’t you watch the news and hear all that about the bite being the equivalent of a death sentence? You put all those people with Miss Bissell—” Simon began, but Mrs. Raye cut him off after shoving Shadiyah behind her and dropping down with one knee into the center of the man’s chest. To Simon, it looked more like she was simply trying to keep him in one place and maintain a gap between the man and Shadiyah’s sword.
 
   “Miss Bissell is dead. We ran into her just a few minutes ago. She looked to have taken quite a tumble. I can only imagine that she came from the window of wherever you left her. The question is whether or not she hurt anybody else before her rather unpleasant ending.” 
 
   “We need to go up there,” Simon said simply.
 
   “And do what?” Mrs. Raye challenged.
 
   Simon opened and closed his mouth a few times before pressing his lips together tightly and frowning. At last, a look of determination spread across his face. “We don’t have time to stand around and debate this.” He jerked his head over to indicate the approaching undead. “We have already outstayed our welcome. You and Shaddi head back up to the flat. Me and…” He let that last word hang in the air like a question as he shot a look at the man on the ground. The man seemed to start as he realized he was being addressed.
 
   “Cedric Black,” the man said weakly. Shadiyah made a dismissive snort, but a quick look from Mrs. Raye made sure that she kept her disapproval contained to that single gesture.
 
   “Cedric and I will go up and see to those other folks. If there are any survivors, we will invite them to join us.” Simon reached out a hand to the man on the ground. The man accepted the hand and rose slowly to his feet.
 
   As he stood, the hood of his sweatshirt fell back, allowing the trio of Mrs. Raye, Simon, and Shadiyah to get a better look at him. He had an almost comically perfect round head. His hairline had already begun the early march back and had receded to the point where he had a well-defined bald spot. The man kept his brown hair buzzed down to stubble that was also showing a few sparkles of pre-mature gray. He had ruddy skin and dark eyes that were currently darting between the woman with the scimitar and the man with the constable’s baton. He was moderately muscular, but that was ruined by a rather pronounced pot-belly.
 
   “If you think they are already dead…” Cedric gulped, “…or worse…then why would we risk going up there?”
 
   “Because they might be alive. If we are going to hold up here until all this madness settles down, then we need to get everybody together,” Simon replied.
 
   “Settles down?” Cedric barked a harsh laugh, but quickly quieted when Shadiyah took a step towards him. “Look, I don’t know what you have seen, but I have seen people eating each other.”
 
   “Maybe we feed you to that lot,” Shadiyah stepped closer to Cedric and pointed to the small mob that were now less than twenty or so feet away. “Save us the trouble of having to kill you ourselves.”
 
   “You don’t really get a choice in this, Cedric.” Simon pursed his lips and then shook his head. “That is not entirely true. You do have a choice.”
 
   “Oh?” Cedric seemed to brighten at that prospect. 
 
   “Sure,” Simon said with a shrug as he gave the two women a nod that indicated they needed to get moving. “You can join us and try to prove you are not like your mates, or you can die at the hands of those things…if Shadiyah doesn’t kill you herself.”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Cedric said slowly, eyeing the man before him and then casting one more look over at the two women who had started to walk briskly to the other tower, “my choices are join or die?”
 
   “Yep,” Simon said looking in at the several undead that had gathered on the other side of the door that opened to the main entrance to the tower where there might be people in need of his help.
 
   “Sounds fair.”
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   Terrible Things
 
    
 
   Shadiyah opened the door to the tower and spied a shadow moving away from her at the end of the dark corridor. Without waiting for Mrs. Raye, she took off at a jog. Her speed picked up as she drew closer until she was almost sprinting the last several feet. Bringing her blade up, she drove it into the side of the head of the zombie just as it started to turn her direction. 
 
   “Young lady, we don’t have time for this nonsense,” Mrs. Raye called in a very loud whisper from behind her.
 
   She didn’t care. She’d been robbed of her vengeance; but that was only temporary. If this Cedric Black was going to join them, then he would be easier to find. She was certain that he was not being entirely honest when it came to his involvement in the despicable things that were committed by his little gang.
 
   A hand grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around. On instinct, she went to raise her scimitar, but another hand grabbed her wrist in a surprisingly firm grip. It was only surprising in that it was Mrs. Raye and it simply did not seem like a woman her age should be so cursed strong.
 
   “I know that you are upset, but right now, we are simply trying to set ourselves up for the best chance of survival.” Shadiyah opened her mouth to protest, but Mrs. Raye shook her head and continued her lecture. “We have to secure this building. It is going to require several long days ahead that will be dangerous enough as it is. What we don’t need is for you to make this any harder on us than necessary. Your sister was abused terribly, and I know that you want the world to pay…and I am not saying that you have to forgo that forever…just for now.” The woman stepped back and made direct eye contact with Shadiyah. “I just need you to wait a little while. Can you do that for me?”
 
   If she was hearing the older woman correctly, she was merely being asked to delay the execution. Perhaps she could allow that; after all, she did want to make things safer for her little sister. Despite being more than a tad bit annoying, Assi had suddenly and inexplicably become her life.
 
   “Can I make one request?” Shadiyah composed herself as the two women started for the stairwell.
 
   “Certainly, child.”
 
   “When the time does come…it is in a manner of my choosing. There will be no vote, no stay of execution.”
 
   “I think I can agree to that,” Mrs. Raye said with a nod.
 
   The pair made their way up the dark stairwell, Mrs. Raye using her flashlight to illuminate the path. As they climbed, they noticed the sounds of pawing on some of the doors that opened to a few of the other floors. Sometimes they heard muffled moans, all of this was disconcerting as Shadiyah considered what it would take to actually clear the entire tower of an unknown number of zombies. 
 
   “Wait!” Mrs. Raye hissed, bringing them to a halt just as they were rounding the switchback and about to ascend to the eleventh floor. “Did you hear that?”
 
   Shadiyah shook her head since she could not say that she’d heard anything beyond what they had been hearing all the way up the stairs. She listened, but nothing stood out for several heartbeats.
 
   And then she heard it.
 
   “Oh, my God!” she whispered. “Is that a baby?”
 
   “It certainly sounds like it.” 
 
   “We have to help the poor thing.”
 
   “I agree, but something does not feel right.” 
 
   Shadiyah cocked her head at Mrs. Raye in confusion; she honestly had no idea what the woman could mean. 
 
   “That sounds like it is coming from just the other side of the door,” Mrs. Raye expounded. “Unless there are no zombies on the floor, or at the very least, none in the corridor, then there should be no way for a baby to simply be out in the open and surviving.”
 
   Shadiyah grabbed the door knob, but Mrs. Raye pulled her back. “You have the better weapon, dear. Let me open the door. You cover me and I will see what we have.”
 
   Stepping back, she watched as the woman switched her flashlight to her other hand and opened the door slowly. There was a moment where nothing could be seen, but before the door had even been opened a few inches, a hand appeared in the crack. Even in the relative darkness, it was clear that the hand did not belong to one of the living. 
 
   A second later, the door was yanked open and a tall, lanky man stood in the doorway. The man reached out with both hands and grabbed Mrs. Raye by the shoulders. The woman tried to bring her cane up, but lacked any real force behind the blow and the head of her cane glanced off harmlessly.
 
   A second zombie was directly behind this first one, and an open door immediately to the right gave off enough light for it to be clearly seen that this one was missing its left arm. It tried to push forward to join the other in the attack on Mrs. Raye and opened its mouth.
 
   The sound that came forth caused Shadiyah to stagger back. Even Mrs. Raye, who was obviously terrified and fighting for her life, paused in her struggle at that sound.
 
   A baby cry.
 
   With a hard shove, Henrietta Raye sent the zombie that had her by the shoulders tumbling back into the one that had just let loose with that chilling baby cry. Shadiyah shook off her dumbfounded stupor and lunged forward with her scimitar. The point slid into the open mouth of the lead zombie that was already recovering and lurching forward once more in an attempt to get at Mrs. Raye.
 
   “Straight to hell with you, you unholy bastard!” With that curse uttered between clenched teeth, the older woman drove the pointed tip of her cane down into the middle of the face of the one-armed zombie that had lured them in with its baby cry sound.
 
   Several more of the undead were now stumbling into the hallway. The women retreated back to the stairwell and were about to shut the door when a voice called from somewhere close.
 
   “Hello?” the voice squeaked. “Is somebody there?”
 
   Almost as one, the zombies in the hallway turned, reorienting on the voice and heading towards the third door on the right. Shadiyah paused, torn between her desire to get back to her sister and the fact that there was somebody here and now that needed help. From the sounds of it, this person was alone.
 
   “How many are with you, child?” Mrs. Raye called out.
 
   “Just me!” was the plaintive reply.
 
   Once more, the zombies halted their advance and began to change directions. They were actually bouncing off each other in their seemingly confused state. One tripped and tumbled to the floor causing two more to stumble over the downed figure.
 
   “How did these things get the upper hand so quickly?” Mrs. Raye said to nobody in particular.
 
   Shadiyah briefly recalled her mother’s helpless response to their father as he came for her and began to tear her apart. These things were not initially successful because they were so strong, fast, or coordinated, they were taking out humanity because they looked too much like us, she thought as she took in everything.
 
   Mrs. Raye moved to the first downed zombie and spiked it. She turned to Shadiyah with a scowl. “Are you going to help, or will you continue to stand there and make sure that the floor does not float away on us?”
 
   The two women made surprisingly short work of the half dozen undead in the hall and then arrived at the door. The sounds of sobbing could be heard on the other side.
 
   “Open the door.” Mrs. Raye gave a short rap with her cane. The sounds of the locks being turned sounded and the door opened up just a crack to reveal a single puffy, red-rimmed eye staring out at them.
 
   “Are they all gone?” a quiet voice hitched.
 
   “All?” Shadiyah snorted. “Hardly.”
 
   “The ones in the hall seem to be handled.” Mrs. Raye shot a nasty look at Shadiyah and then knelt down to be more on the same level as the frightened child on the other side of the door. “Are you in there all by yourself?”
 
   The girl opened the door another inch or so and shook her head no. “My mum is in here, but she is sick like the other people on television…until the television shut off.”
 
   “You say that your mother is in there?” Mrs. Raye put a hand on the door and started to apply just the slightest pressure in order to get the little girl to step back and open the door.
 
   “She is in the loo. She told me that I needed to leave her in there no matter what.” The little girl stepped back to allow the women inside.
 
   Shadiyah guessed her to be perhaps nine or ten. She had dark hair with the hint of a slant to her eyes that implied Asian heritage somewhere in her family tree. Her skin was amazingly pale in stark contrast, which only emphasized her delicate features. She was wearing denim shorts, sandals, and a tee shirt with a picture of a female singer, the name “Shari” in sparkly letters just above the image. 
 
   “Stay with the child,” Mrs. Raye said, moving past the little girl and disappearing around the corner. 
 
   A moment later, the sound of a door opening was followed by the start of a moan and then a sharp crack followed shortly thereafter by a thud. The little girl jumped at the sound and tears welled in her eyes. 
 
   “My mum’s gone, isn’t she?” The little girl looked up at Shadiyah and her hand seemed to unconsciously snake into hers in an attempt to find some semblance of comfort.
 
   “I’m so sorry.” The words tasted bitter on Shadiyah’s tongue and she wanted to offer more solace, but there was a chill beginning to form in the core of her soul and she could not shake the feelings of detachment that were growing by the second.
 
   “Would you like to come with us?” Mrs. Raye asked as she came around the corner, wiping the end of her cane with some piece of cloth and then stuffing the stained square of linen in her pocket.
 
   “How about you take us to your room and we pack a few things just in case you need to stay for a while.” The girl nodded and the three of them headed up the hall and to the bedrooms. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Mrs. Raye asked as the girl pulled clothes from a small dresser and placed them with surprising neatness and care into a small travel case of red plaid.
 
   “Annie Sun,” the girl replied. 
 
   “Pleased to meet you. My name is Henrietta and this is my friend Shadiyah,” Mrs. Raye said with cheerfulness that Shadiyah knew she could not have managed. Ten minutes later, they had a small suitcase packed and were ready to go.
 
   “Can I bring my iPod?’ the little girl sniffed after closing her dresser drawers and turning to face the two women.
 
   “I don’t see why not?” Mrs. Raye shrugged.
 
   As they reached the door, a nearby explosion rocked the building causing a few things to tumble from a shelf in the living room. Annie screamed and flung herself against Mrs. Raye, her arms wrapping around the woman’s legs. The sounds of moans echoed up and down the corridor as the three living residents currently on this floor all sort of stumbled out while trying to catch their balance.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Shadiyah moved ahead of the other two and hurried to the door that led to the emergency stairwell. She gave it a push and discovered that the door seemed to be stuck. Stepping back, she gave a hard kick. There was a slight screech, but the way was still barred. Looking over her shoulder, she waited impatiently for the other two to join her. “Help me get this door open.”
 
   Mrs. Raye put her shoulder into it as Shadiyah kicked again and again. After the fifth or sixth attempt, the door creaked open about an inch. That caused both women to renew their efforts until they managed to get a gap wide enough for all three of them to slip through.
 
   “Good thing none of us are fat,” Mrs. Raye gasped as she followed the other two into the dark stairwell.
 
   At last, they reached their destination and once again had to force the door open. Shadiyah peered through the opening first. They were fairly confident that they had put down any of the free-roaming walkers on the floor, but she was growing cautious as her jangled nerves began to get the best of her. As expected, the hall was empty of anything moving.
 
   She rushed to her door, pulling out her keys as she did. When she opened the door, an acrid stench assaulted her nose and it took a moment to realize that there was a steady breeze blowing inside her flat. She ran to the living room to discover the large window had been obliterated. Her first thought was that it had something to do with the explosion…then she realized that there was almost no glass inside the flat around where the window had once been. 
 
   She approached the gaping hole, her feet moving like they were mired in a thick, viscous mud. When she finally reached the far side of the room and looked outside, her eyes refused to look down and instead drifted to the oily black smoke that was wafting skyward and carrying on a stiff northeasterly breeze.
 
   She did not know what had happened exactly, but she could tell that it was coming from the direction of the train tracks to the south of the Clyde Court Towers. She could see walking dead converging from all over. It almost looked like they were coming right for her building, except they had just enough of a deviation in their approach to make it clear they would pass down by the train tracks.
 
   At last, she looked down. Her eyes almost seemed to be able to shift to a telephoto mode as they locked onto a single figure sprawled in the courtyard. It did not matter that she was several stories above the figure…she knew with certainty that it was her little sister. Beside the ruined body were the twisted remains of the chair that used to be at her father’s desk.
 
   Assi had jumped to her death, and in Shadiyah’s mind, it was all her fault. She had failed her sister. Yet, underneath that thought was something else beginning to bubble and seethe from the recesses of her mind.
 
   Anger.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Bloody Americans are probably all doing fine,” Simon snarled as he brought his baton around and jabbed it into yet another eye socket. 
 
   They had only a few more steps to go and they would be in the stairwell. Hopefully there were not as many zombies to be found as there were in this corridor. He had lost count after putting down seven of the infernal creatures. He had also discovered that beating a skull until it shattered was nearly an impossibility. All the books, movies, and television shows where people simply swung once or twice and busted in a zombie’s skull were rubbish. He hoped that anybody who had ever helped propagate that myth had gone down under a swarm of the undead with an impotent club in their hand.
 
   “Why do you think the Americans are doing any better than us?” Cedric gasped.
 
   “They all have bloody guns. Most of them probably own three or four.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Seen it on a documentary once about how well armed the Americans are and how their freedoms to own such things have led to them being the murder capital of the world.”
 
   “I seen a documentary about how they have the corpses of aliens from some flying saucer that crashed back in the Fifties or Sixties…don’t make it true,” Cedric huffed as he grabbed the corpse of an old man by the throat, pinned him to the wall, and jammed his gore-coated knife into the man’s temple. 
 
   At last, Simon reached the door to the emergency exit and threw it open. The first floor landing could be seen, but looking up, it was an inverse abyss of blackness. He suddenly realized that Mrs. Raye had the only torch. 
 
   “We need to move,” Cedric said, giving Simon a bit of a shove in the back. “I think a dozen more of those things are coming in the main door.”
 
   “If we pull that door shut, we’ll be blind as bats.”
 
   “No,” Cedric nudged past Simon and clicked a button on something he pulled from his pocket, “we won’t.”
 
   The man had a large, powerful flashlight in his hand that seemed to light up the entire stairwell in a dazzling blue glow. He pulled the door shut behind them and then took a position just ahead of Simon.
 
   “I already had to make this trip a few times, and I was actually in the stairwell when we lost power. Thought that we had emergency lighting, but I guess the maintenance staff sort of let that slip,” Cedric said quietly, his voice still echoing a bit in the cavernous space. “It probably took me two hours to get the rest of the way up.” The man laughed uncomfortably as the two started their climb. “Probably not that long, but it sure as hell felt that way.”
 
   They had just passed the ninth floor when a terrible explosion sounded. It shook the building violently, causing both men to grip the railing to avoid falling. When the shaking ceased, Simon swore his ears were still ringing; also, it suddenly felt a bit warmer.
 
   “We need to pick up the pace,” Simon panted.
 
   The two men hurried and finally made it to the floor where Cedric pulled up to a halt and pressed his ear to the door to listen for anything that might be on the other side. The man switched off the light and plunged them into near perfect darkness.
 
   “What are we waiting for?” Simon whispered after several seconds passed.
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” Cedric replied. “If there are living people still waiting, then I would think to hear something. The corridor was cleared; none of the flats had anybody or any of those things still wandering around. I told everybody to leave the doors open just so that it felt like we were all together.”
 
   Simon puzzled over that statement. It simply made no sense for this man to be a part of those disgusting blokes he was associated with.
 
   “Well we aren’t going to know anything if you don’t open the door,” Simon finally growled, beginning to lose his patience with what now seemed like delay tactics by this stranger.
 
   Cedric sighed and pulled the door open slowly. A bitter smell that was a mix of petrol, rubber, and possibly wood managed to actually dominate; but the smell of undeath could easily be picked up. When it was finally open a few inches, Simon pushed past and stepped into the hall of the top floor.
 
   He was two steps towards the nearest door on the right when a child poked its head out from the doorway. Simon froze, at first believing that the child was okay. However, when the child stepped out the rest of the way, it was clear that he was not among the living any longer.
 
   The boy had a massive bite from his left arm that looked like it tore away most of the bicep as well as a good bit of skin all the way up to the neck. Also, it looked like his lower lip was hanging by a thread as it bobbed and swayed on his chin. The boy took a step closer to Simon and stopped, tilting its head as if regarding him and trying to determine if he were friend or foe.
 
   For a brief second, Simon considered the possibility that his own bite acted as some kind of mask that the zombies would see and consider him one of their own. He shifted his feet and adjusted his grip on his baton. That seemed to be all it took. The child lunged, suddenly becoming just like any other zombie. It staggered for him, arms out and hands grasping. He was caught so off guard that he simply stood with his baton in his hand as it grabbed him by the wrist and began to pull it closer to his mouth to take a bite.
 
   Something pushed into him and sent him stumbling to the right as Cedric stepped in and plunged his knife into the boy’s temple. A second later, the boy’s sister appeared around the same corner. If he was messed up, she was mangled.
 
   The little Middle Eastern girl was maybe four years old. From the looks of things, she had been last, and apparently the one to suffer the most heinous attack. Her left leg was dragging and most of her calf had been torn away. Her clothes had mostly been ripped off in the attack, revealing at least a dozen bites taken out of her back, buttocks, and thighs. Her right hand was simply gone, nothing but a stub of jagged bones poking from the ravaged skin. Her belly had been ripped open and much of her insides had been torn from her body. Simon recovered as the little girl collapsed, and he was almost certain that he could see the remnants of horror in the frozen expression of her eyes as he stepped past her to join Cedric in the search of this particular flat for any possible survivors—though he doubted they would find any.
 
   The bedroom helped to confirm Simon’s hypothesis about the little girl’s final moments. There were dark stains on the floor near the bed that were consistent with somebody being dragged from underneath it. Also, splatters of darkness were visible towards the head of the bed, closest to the corner. He tried to clear his mind of the horror that poor child must have endured in the final moments.
 
   A low moan made the two men spin around. The third child stumbled into the room, most of his throat torn out which seemed to be a merciful death compared to that of the little girl. Right behind the child was one of the old ladies. Her mouth was smeared with a dark stain. From the looks, this lady had tried to fight. One of her eyes was swollen shut and there were at least five bites on her face that had only done enough damage to be visible through the impressions that remained. 
 
   Simon was confused since those were the only injuries he could see; none of them were fatal. At the most, she should simply be showing the tracers in her eyes.
 
   That thought jolted Simon and he drifted away from Cedric as the man ended the old lady’s existence. He hurried to the bathroom and used the little ambient light there was to give his eyes a check. 
 
   Still nothing? How could that be? His sister had bitten him almost three full days earlier.
 
   “Hey, where did you go?” Cedric actually sounded frantic.
 
   Simon stepped out of the bathroom and discovered Cedric backing away from another older lady, a woman and two young men around their late teens. The zombies were stumbling and pushing forward to get to the man, but the space in the hallway made it a bit crowded and that is probably what saved Cedric.
 
   Moving into the living room, Simon stepped behind the long sofa and called for Cedric to join him. The man kicked out at the old lady and then dove back and scrambled to join Simon.
 
   “Where the hell did you go?” the man panted, anger tainting his voice as he yanked his blade free from the younger woman’s face.
 
   “I thought I heard something,” Simon blurted, not wanting to reveal his injury to anybody, much less this man.
 
   The man shot him a dubious look and then returned his attention to the five zombies coming for them. The undead actually made themselves easier to kill as they split up at the small coffee table in the center of the room. The old lady simply stopped and looked like she was willing to wait for the living to come to her. The young men each went a different way and allowed Simon and Cedric to take them down with little effort.
 
   Yet, once again, the child seemed to hang back from the fray. At some point, Cedric had obviously taken him down, but something was nagging Simon about the behavior of the child zombies. 
 
   Simon moved around his side of the couch and apologized to the older woman before putting her down for good. Once that was done, he moved to the window and looked outside.
 
   “Yeah…you won’t be staying here.” Simon yanked the window open and took a better look at the derailed train on the tracks just to the south. It had plunged down the far side of the berm. That might be the only thing about that situation that was lucky.
 
   “Jesus and the saints,” Cedric breathed as he joined Simon at the window.
 
   “Yeah, it looks like hundred if not thousands of those things are headed this general direction. We need to get to the other tower before it is too late.”
 
   “What?” Cedric barked. “Why would we go back to that tower and be trapped? We need to run. Get your friends, grab anything you can carry, and we run for the countryside.”
 
   “You want us to leave this place? Why would we do that?” Simon challenged.
 
   “Well,” Cedric held up his fingers to count off his points, “first, this area is gonna be swarmed within the next hour by what might be most of what used to be the population of the city. Second, there are corpses everywhere that will start rotting before long. That means disease and who knows what else. I doubt we will want to breathe the air in a few months. Third, this place is easy to spot and looters will likely come from every direction…some of them might be rather unsavory.”
 
   That last point made Simon laugh inwardly considering the company this man had been keeping until just a few hours ago. Still, he had to admit that the man made a valid point. Was making this place their bastion really such a good idea?
 
   “So, where do you have in mind?” Simon asked.
 
   “I don’t, but I know that staying in this city will not go well for us. There are too many things that can go wrong…that train is a fine example. We already have fires burning all over the place and that just put one right in our lap. Toss in the petrol stations around town that could add to the trouble soon enough and this entire city may well burn to the ground. Oh, and did I mention the few hundred thousand zombies?”
 
   Simon listened to Cedric speak and had to admit that the man’s points were all spot on. Perhaps they should consider relocating to someplace out in the countryside. A thought came suddenly and he actually clapped his hands, startling Cedric in the process.
 
   “I have a cousin over in the town of Micklefield.” Simon felt a pang in his stomach at the realization that he’d not thought about any of his family all that much since this whole nightmare began. 
 
   “You do realize that your cousin is likely just as dead as those blokes,” Cedric said with a shake of his head as they watched several hundred of the undead pouring down Copley Street.
 
   Simon moved closer to the window and looked down at the hordes heading their direction. He scanned the area and could see more and more of the walking dead falling in with the mob. Yes, he thought, getting out of the city proper was the best plan. Now, the trouble came with trying to convince Shadiyah and Mrs. Raye of that fact.
 
   He and Cedric were standing there in silent contemplation when a flash of sudden movement caught Simon’s eye. From Lloyd’s Pharmacy came a small group of survivors. He could tell they were living because of the fact that all of them were running like lunatics escaping the asylum. They were not making any attempt to stay together; they were all simply running to get away. 
 
   It had been easy to see all the zombies shambling along the streets, but from this vantage so high up, it was difficult to see how many of the undead were getting into the buildings. Apparently it was a sizeable number. As that group emerged and tried to escape, an obvious flow of zombies now emerged from the pharmacy. 
 
   Then, Simon saw something that, despite the horrific scene playing out, caught his full attention. All of the undead in that general area were changing course. They were now moving towards this new stimulus. It was easy to see from above that none of those poor souls had even the slightest chance of survival. There were just too many cursed zombies.
 
   As much as he wanted to look away, he found that he could not. It was simply too riveting to ignore; also, he almost felt as if he owed it to these poor doomed souls. Each one of them was about to exit this world, and there would be no memorial or monument to mark their ever having existed. They would simply become part of the massive numbers of the undead now roaming the streets.
 
   The one thing he was grateful for was not really being able to clearly see their faces. As it was, he could barely hear their shouts and exclamations above the noise of the fire, the undead, as well as the distance that separated them.
 
   One person in particular drew his attention and he focused on that lone figure. The person was dressed in what looked like riot gear. The clothing was all black and, at least from this distance, looked like it was made of fairly sturdy material. To complete the look, this person had a visored helmet on with the face shield down.
 
   This lone stranger had managed to climb up on top of a black lorry and was swinging what looked like a sword of some sort with ruthless efficiency. He would hack down one zombie and then another. Sadly, the effort began to become too much and the wild swings became jabs, until the person finally fell to his or her knees in fatigue.
 
   By then, the undead had packed in tightly around the vehicle and were growing in number to the point where the lorry began to visibly rock back and forth like a small boat out on the angry sea. The person struggled not to be sent sliding or tumbling, but it was clear that even if he or she did manage to hang on, the vehicle would eventually tip. 
 
   There was a sudden surge of movement from the person as they threw themselves down on their back and then, with the large blade, made a swift motion across the area of the throat. Simon was thankful the lorry was black; while it was clear something was spreading across the roof of the van, the black paint made it impossible to really see the blood. Still, the person kicked a few times before sliding from the roof and into the hands of the greedy mob below.
 
   Simon allowed his vision to become less focused again and he scanned the area. It did not look like a single person remained. He felt a sardonic smile curve his lips as he took in the morbid irony of one of his previous thoughts. While it was true that there would be no permanent markers for these poor souls, there were a series of temporary ones. He could make out the eight individual clusters of the undead where they had dragged down those doomed individuals. At that moment, he could basically see the exact locations where those people all came to rest…such as it was. 
 
   “Let’s go get the others and get out of here.” Simon turned away from the horror below. Part of him moved away because he needed to stop looking at what was going on down there, but the other part of him needed to get away from the window before he threw himself out of it just to end the overwhelming sense of futility that rose above him like a giant tsunami and threatened to sweep him away forever.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5
 
    
 
   A New Leaf
 
    
 
   Shadiyah turned to regard Mrs. Raye. The woman was focused solely on that child they had liberated from her flat. She refused to think of it as rescued because that would imply that the girl was somehow safe. Assi’s broken body down below was testimony against that idea.
 
   “…is a nice young man who was actually training to become a police man. He is very brave and strong and will help keep you safe,” Mrs. Raye was saying.
 
   Shadiyah now found herself becoming annoyed by the older woman. For somebody so pragmatic, she was filling this girl’s head with absolute fantasy. 
 
   She returned to the window and looked down at the zombies converging from all over. In the distance, she saw a bloom of flame erupt skyward. This one was far enough away that it was a few seconds before the dull “whump” of the explosion sounded. It was just a low, hollow sound, but the girl still squealed, prompting a new series of comforting lies to spew from the mouth of Mrs. Raye.
 
   What is happening to me? a quiet voice piped up from some distant part of her mind. 
 
   That voice was quickly swallowed by the darkness that was seeping into every crack and crevice of Shadiyah’s being. She had no time for that part of her that held on to such useless feelings and emotions as compassion and empathy. Her sister had taken her own life because of something that had happened at the hands of others. 
 
   Funny, she had thought that the zombies would be the problem. Her biggest concern had been protecting the two of them from those horrible monsters. In the end, it had been the living that damaged Assi and sent her to her death.
 
   Her mind began to run though stories that she’d heard on the news over the years. She started to see a pattern: Men are evil. That idea found fertile soil in her troubled mind. Every time an inner voice tried to speak out against what was going on in her head, darkness was heaped upon it until the voice became silent.
 
   “Shadiyah!” a voice snapped her from the swirling maelstrom wreaking havoc in her head. She turned to see Mrs. Raye looking at her expectantly.
 
   “Sorry.” She cast a glance back out the window where her sister had flung herself to her death, then back to the old woman. “My mind was…” Her voice drifted off as she saw pity etch its ugly mask on the old woman’s face. She hated being pitied; pity was for the weak.
 
   “I think we should move to a different room until Simon returns. The wind is picking up and I—” Mrs. Raye snapped her mouth shut and her eyes shot to the open hole where the window used to be and then back to Shadiyah. “I just think it best if we move.”
 
   “Okay.” Shadiyah shrugged her shoulders and grabbed a bag of some of the supplies that they had managed to gather in all this madness. She waved her hand for the woman to lead the way. 
 
   Shadiyah shut off her mind after they got settled. She leaned back and shut her eyes so that she would not have to see the sad looks she was receiving from Mrs. Raye, or the cautious-bordering-on-frightened glances that Annie Sun kept shooting her. At last, the sounds of approaching feet could be heard. They were moving fast and with regularity which at least eliminated the chance for zombies. 
 
   There was a rustling, and the sound of the door opening. Mrs. Raye hissed something out to the hallway, and after some more scuffling sounds, the door shut.
 
   “None of them?” Mrs. Raye finally said.
 
   “They were all turned,” Simon replied. “We didn’t hear or see anybody else, but we didn’t really search. I figure most anybody in that tower would be leaving with that fire raging just on the other side of the tracks.” There was an odd and lengthy silence before he continued. “And we need to pack what we can and be out of here as well.”
 
   “Why would we do that?” Mrs. Raye argued.
 
   “Those things are coming from every direction,” Cedric spoke up.
 
   The moment that she heard the man’s voice, Shadiyah’s eyes popped open and she locked onto the stranger that did not belong in her presence. 
 
   He was standing beside Simon, his back almost to her. She let her hand drift down to the sword at her hip. Of all the people in the room, she was armed best. It would be a simple matter for her to end his existence right now. 
 
   She stood, the weapon sliding out almost silently. She took a step forward just as Simon turned to face her. 
 
   “Where is Assi?”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak but nothing would come out. Instead, she felt her eyes grow hot and her vision became blurred as the tears spilled down her face. 
 
   “She is gone.” Shadiyah could not bring herself to say the words.
 
   “Gone?” Simon asked, scratching his head in confusion. “Where could—”
 
   Mrs. Raye pulled him close and whispered something in his ear. Even through the tears, Shadiyah could see that man’s expression change. There it was again…pity. The other man, Cedric, had moved close and obviously heard what was said. He had a very different expression flash across his features. His eyes went to Shadiyah and the sword in her hand. He might be a lot of things, but apparently stupid was not one of them. The man took a step back and reached for the door.
 
   “Maybe I should just go.” Cedric now faced Shadiyah and was backing away.
 
   “Shaddi!” Simon hissed. “What are you about?”
 
   The woman froze and her gaze adjusted to lock on to the man who had spoken. Suddenly, she barely recognized him. He seemed different. Perhaps his running around with that vermin of a human being had rubbed off on him somehow. Perhaps the core of all men was basically the same: rotten.
 
   “My sister is dead.” The words were flat and without emotion, but they conveyed something menacing and hard. “That man and his pack of wolves broke her, and she could no longer bear to live.”
 
   “I wasn’t with them…I was no part of their—” Cedric began to protest, but Shadiyah cut him off.
 
   “Shut up!” She whirled back to face him and her sword cut through the air in compliance with her motion. She let her vision narrow to just him. Simon might actually be worth saving, but this piece of filth would not live to see another day if she had anything to say about it. “You will say whatever you need to say in order to try and save your sorry life. I was actually going to let you live for a few days until we got things straightened up here, but now that we are apparently leaving, you are no longer necessary.”
 
   “What?” Simon blurted. “Shadiyah, this is the grief talking. I am sorry about Assi, truly I am, but I don’t believe that this man had anything to do with it.”
 
   “Why? Because he says so? Do you really expect him to admit to the animal that he is?”
 
   “He was not in this room when we arrived, and you took care of everybody that was present.” Simon took a step forward causing Shadiyah to adjust where her scimitar was pointed. He threw his hands up, but he took another step closer. “I truly am sorry.”
 
   Shadiyah looked at Simon and tried to figure out what he meant. What exactly was he apologizing about? That was her final thought when something crashed into the back of her head and the world spun away into a void of darkness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Is she going to be okay?” Simon asked, sighing heavily in relief that he did not fully understand. 
 
   Why would he be afraid of Shadiyah? They had been friends for a better part of five years and despite her current state, he refused to believe that she would do him any harm. His rational mind flashed an image of the look in her eyes and he felt that kernel of doubt plant itself a bit more firmly than he would admit at the moment.
 
   “She will be fine,” Mrs. Raye knelt beside the girl and brushed the hair from her eyes. “She will have a nasty headache when she wakes up, but that is about it.”
 
   “That stupid cunt is off her perch,” Cedric snapped. 
 
   Simon whirled on the man. “You do recall the part about her sister having been raped by friends of yours and apparently jumping to her death while we were absent, yeah?”
 
   “Easy, I’m just saying that your friend seems a little off.” Cedric raised his hands and took a step back. 
 
   “She has reason,” Simon huffed as he edged past the man and knelt beside Shadiyah with Mrs. Raye. “You sure she will be okay?”
 
   “Positive, but your friend makes a good point.” Mrs. Raye looked up, and Simon saw something on her face that he did not exactly like. 
 
   Later, when he was able to relive the whole terrible scene in his mind, he was able to figure out what it was that he saw in that moment on the older lady’s face. It was an absolute lack of emotion. Far worse than anger was the feeling of apathy.
 
   “She is a liability, Simon,” Mrs. Raye explained. “She very much means to kill that young man, and judging by what I saw, she would not stop there. The girl might very well have suffered an unbalance that cannot be righted.”
 
   “Told ya,” Cedric muttered, earning a harsh glare from both Simon and Mrs. Raye.
 
   “If we want to have a chance to survive, I am afraid…” The woman stopped speaking and pressed her lips tight as if considering the answer to a difficult problem. At last she gave a curt nod and sighed. “We have no choice but to leave her behind.”
 
   “What?” Simon exploded. He pushed back from the unconscious figure on the floor and spoke in a harsh whisper that almost seemed as if he feared speaking out loud would rouse Shadiyah. “Perhaps it is you who is mad.”
 
   “Simon, the girl is broken. She was taking care of her sister these past several days and I think it took its toll. The poor younger girl was already pretty much a vegetable. Even before that terrible event, Assi would not speak or do anything except stare at the wall. I know…I came over and checked on them as recent as yesterday.”
 
   “We can’t just leave her. She will die,” Simon insisted.
 
   “If we bring her, it is likely that we all die. The woman has no reason left in her.” Mrs. Raye stood up. “We can see to her safety as much as possible, and we will leave her with plenty of supplies, but we can’t bring her with us if we want to live.”
 
   “You would side with that stranger over Shaddi?” Simon pressed, hiking an angry thumb over at Cedric.
 
   “It has nothing to do with siding,” Mrs. Raye said. “I am telling you what I saw in her eyes, the girl is unstable and on the edge of a total mental breakdown, and if she does that while she is with us, it is very likely that we all pay with our lives.”
 
   Simon scowled. He had seen something in Shadiyah’s eyes as well. He did not want to admit that it had concerned him, but he knew he was lying to himself. His shoulders slumped as he accepted the truth. Still, he hated the idea of leaving her by herself. Mrs. Raye could say whatever she liked, but they would be sentencing Shadiyah to death if they abandoned her.
 
   Cedric took a step towards the downed woman and Simon’s arm shot out, barring the way. “What do you think you are doing?”
 
   “I just thought that our group would benefit from having that blade since we are the ones who will be leaving this building and going out into that hell,” the man said with a snort.
 
   “If you touch her or that sword, I will personally throw you through one of those windows.” Simon squared his shoulders and faced the man, making it a point of looking him in the eyes to hammer home the sincerity of his words.
 
   “I don’t want any trouble, copper.” The man raised his hands and stepped back. 
 
   Simon scowled; he did not like this at all. These people were willing to just cut a person loose and let them drift away awfully quick. His mind went to his bite wound and he wondered how fast they would do the same to him. He considered revealing his condition right then and there. Perhaps they would insist that he stay behind as well. If that happened, then Shadiyah would at least have somebody.
 
   “Are you really a police man?” a small voice said, causing Simon to look down at the little girl now standing in front of him and looking up with an expression of what looked strangely like…hope?
 
   “Well…” Simon began, but he paused as he knelt down to meet her at eye level. 
 
   He was certain that he saw something in this little girl’s inquisitive expression that held out hope that he was that authority figure who would offer her someplace to anchor herself against the madness. He had to admit, the past several days had seen the world spin out of control. Civilization was in tatters in less time than anybody could have ever imagined. He likened it to a car crash where you were moving along fine and then suddenly coming to an unceremonious and violent halt that sent you smashing through the windshield. 
 
   “He was about to start his first day with the police right here in this neighborhood,” Mrs. Raye said as she stepped up beside him.
 
   Was that relief that he saw flash on the girl’s face? A wave of guilt washed over him. What would it do to this child when the infection or whatever it was finally claimed him and he started showing symptoms? He would worry about that later; right now it was time that he started acting the role of the protector of the people.
 
   “I was all set to become a member of the Outer West branch of the West Yorkshire Police, Little Miss.” Simon knelt before the girl and offered his best smile.
 
   “My mum said that if I was ever in trouble, or afraid, that I should look for one of the men or women in black.” Annie touched Simon on the face and he stiffened for a second, thinking that she might be seeing those first tracers in his eyes, but instead, she simply smiled and then threw her arms around his neck in a big hug.
 
   “So, where did you say we were heading?” Mrs. Raye asked.
 
   “Micklefield,” Simon said, standing up and scooping Annie into his arms with him as he did so. “I have a cousin there. The town is small enough, and maybe things are not as bad out that way as they are here.”
 
   “That might not be such a terrible idea,” Mrs. Raye agreed. “If nothing else, it gets us out of the major population center.”
 
   It didn’t take long for them to gather things up to bring on their journey. They knew that driving the main roads nearby were out of the question simply by glancing out the window. The A58 leading to the roundabout and the city center was jammed in both directions with cars that had long since been abandoned by any of the living occupants. That meant that they would need to be able to carry everything.
 
   “So we are just leaving anybody else that might be in the towers?” Simon asked as they all stood outside of Mrs. Raye’s flat cinching up the backpacks that she had actually leaning up against the wall in her entry hall for some peculiar reason.
 
   “We can’t save everybody,” Mrs. Raye answered curtly. “The time has come to take care of ourselves first. Once we have gotten settled, then we can worry about others if that is what you wish to do.”
 
   Simon could not shake the nagging feeling in the back of his head that there was more about this old bird than met the eye. He had actually asked about the three backpacks when they had walked into her flat that already had some basic supplies loaded into them. She had given him some sort of dismissive answer about being prepared and just hoping to be able to run across a few able bodies in the process to shoulder the load.
 
   Additionally, she had an array of small but nasty weapons to choose from sitting on her kitchen table. He did not want to ask where those had come from and simply picked up a spiked mace that looked like it had been lifted from a museum exhibit. Deciding that the baton was just not that effective, he gave this new weapon a few practice swings and felt fairly confident that it would deal out enough damage to crush the skull of a zombie. 
 
   Cedric had picked up some sort of peculiar looking bladed weapon. It looked like a scythe except for the fact that the handle was short enough to be wielded one-handed. Also, it had some sort of heavy saw-toothed blade jutting from the handle that looked like a small version of a headsman’s axe.
 
   “What the blazes is this?” Cedric said, the palpable awe in his voice seeping through.
 
   “A friend of mine in Iran made that for me,” Mrs. Raye said with no more emotion than if she were commenting on the weather.
 
   Once everybody was ready and Annie had been given very specific instructions to stay close and keep quiet, the foursome were ready to leave. A nagging feeling that had continued to ping around inside Simon’s head until he could take it no longer finally won out.
 
   Everybody headed for the stairwell, but Simon pulled up. “Meet me at the exit. I will be down in just a few minutes.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Mrs. Raye’s voice called after him, but he ignored her and rushed back to Shadiyah’s flat.
 
   He pulled the spare key that he’d found hanging on a hook in the kitchen from his pants pocket and hurried inside. He went to the room of the flat where they had tucked the young woman into bed. Grabbing a piece of paper, he scribbled a quick note:
 
    
 
   Shaddi,
 
    
 
   We have gone on to Micklefield. If you find it in your heart, I would love for you to join us. It pains me to leave you behind, and know that I was against the idea, but the consensus is that you have let your anger get the best of you. I hope you will decide to give Cedric a chance. In my heart, I do not believe that he was part of that terrible thing that happened to Assi. 
 
   We will get out of the city any way we can, but the hope is that we will eventually make it to the M1 and follow it until the A656 roundabout. Look for us at the Parish Church of Saint Mary the Virgin first…if you choose to join us.
 
    
 
   Simon
 
    
 
   He slipped the note under the scimitar that they had left on her dresser. He wanted to ensure that she got his message. If she chose to refuse his offer, at least he could live with the idea that he had made one. Giving the raven-haired beauty one final look, he had to resist the urge to kiss her forehead. Slipping out the door, Simon hurried to the stairwell and began the decent to the ground floor where the others would be waiting.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Shadiyah opened her eyes, it took her several seconds to realize that the utter darkness was what was keeping her from being able to see a thing. She sat up, and her eyes quickly found the seam at the bottom of her door in the relative blackness of what was obviously the bedroom.
 
   She stood and was greeted by a wave of nausea and dizziness that had her sitting back down in a hurry. She waited for the sensations to pass and then attempted to stand once more. This time, she went slow and was rewarded with being able to make it to her feet.
 
   Padding out to the living room, she was not surprised to find it empty. There was very little actual light filtering in, and she thought that she could hear the pitter patter of rain on the windows. Moving to them, she looked out at the dead city of Leeds, England. 
 
   She could be looking at any city in the world for all she could actually see from her vantage point. What she could see were the several fires burning throughout the city she had called home. Yet, now she felt completely detached. Not just from Leeds, but from everything. It was as if her soul reflected the utter darkness blanketing the world laid out before her.
 
   She moved over to a table that had obviously been placed by her former fellow survivors. It was sitting directly in the path of the miniscule amount of light afforded by the living room window. It was not near any of the other furnishings and the table was littered with a few items obviously intended for her. Among them was a small flashlight that she switched on.
 
   She suddenly realized that there was one item in particular that she could not be without. Already her mind was promising to hunt down and kill those who abandoned her if it was not located. She returned to the bedroom and was relieved to discover her father’s scimitar on the large dresser sitting against the far wall. She also discovered a note and read it. When she finished, her hand crumpled the piece of paper and dropped it to the floor.
 
   She returned to the living room and found that much of the food that she and Mrs. Raye had scavenged was still sitting in neat stacks on the kitchen counter. She opened a tin of corned beef and a bottle of water and then returned to look out the window.
 
   She had no idea how long she stood there, nor did she know when she had actually regained consciousness from the nasty blow to the head that had left her with an ugly feeling knot that was crusted with blood. But when the sun began to turn the dark sky to that of a slate gray, she was still looking out the window. 
 
   As her view became more and more clear, she began to discern details. She could see large mobs of the undead milling about, and that was when she remembered that there had been an explosion involving a train car carrying petrol.
 
   Shadiyah exited the flat, not bothering to shut the door behind her. She returned to the flat where her sister had jumped and made herself look out the window. The fire had moved away from her location and was engulfing what she was almost certain had to be the Wortley Recreation Grounds where one of the rescue centers had been located.
 
   Once more she simply stood for an indeterminate length of time just staring out at the vista of destruction. She briefly considered Simon’s note, and then discarded the idea of joining those people. 
 
   No, Shadiyah thought, she did not need to join anybody. Still, watching the fire as well as the hordes of zombies seeming to converge from every direction, she did not want to stay here. 
 
   After returning to the flat where all the supplies had been mercifully left for her to pick through, Shadiyah sat down to a meal of soup from a can and some crackers. As she sat and ate, her mind wandered. She had been cut loose. For some reason, that did not bother her. Instead, she felt strangely…
 
   “I am free,” she whispered.
 
   Not in the way that had once been the norm of free; no, this was a freedom that went beyond the norm. This was a freedom in its most pure sense. This was the freedom to commit good or evil. Only, it would be based on her own determination. She had already seen how, when given the choice to pass judgment, most people lacked the ability. They were accustomed to allowing others to do it for them and almost seemed afraid to make the tough choices. She had no such fear.
 
   She had discovered something when she had executed those bastards. In that moment, she felt a sense of peace that she had never in her life experienced before. That single moment had been the purest bliss, and now she craved it more than anything in her life.
 
   She was still eating when she heard what sounded like a distant scream. Rising to her feet, she absently checked the scimitar at her hip and went to the door. She listened for another few seconds. The sound came again along with a furious pounding and banging. All she could tell was that it was on one of the floors below. She was not sure of anything else beyond that.
 
   Shadiyah stepped out into the hall and ensured that it was empty. Nothing but the bodies of the slain littered the floor. Breaking into a slow jog, she made her way to the emergency exit and opened the door to the stairwell. The blackness was no longer something that scared her, but she knew better than to try and go down the stairs without being able to see. One wrong step could be her end.
 
   She clicked the button on the flashlight and started down. The banging had stopped, but the screaming was now more intense. It sounded like a man, but she could not be sure. What she could tell was that whoever was screaming was taking a beating. That was obvious by the way the sound would end with a sharp abruptness.
 
   When she stopped at the door and could be certain that the noise was in fact coming from that floor, she was surprised to discover that she was at the door that would open to the corridor where her own flat resided. That seemed strange, and then she heard the sound of somebody speaking. It was unintelligible until she opened the door a crack.
 
   “…any trouble, please just take what you want and leave me be,” the voice of an old man begged.
 
   “Where did you get all this shit?” a voice snarled, emphasized by a hard smack.
 
   “Henrietta—” the weak voice of Mr. Ivanoff gasped, but was cut off by another vicious sounding attack.
 
   “I told you to shut up about trying to tell me some old bird came and delivered food to you in the middle of a bloody zombie apocalypse,” the same voice that seemed to be doing all the talking spat.
 
   Shadiyah knew there were a couple of thugs with this ring leader simply because she could hear the hoots and laughing. She had no idea what weapons these animals might be carrying, so she would need to be careful as she approached. Entering the corridor, she set her flashlight down and drew her blade.
 
   Hugging the wall on the same side of the hall as the door to Mr. Ivanoff’s flat, she crept up cautiously. As she did, she could hear the clatter and crash of things being tossed about. With each step closer, she found a sense of calm becoming more and more prevalent.
 
   At last, she reached the open doorway. Crouching low, she peered around the corner. At the end of the hall she could see old Mr. Ivanoff sprawled on the floor. He was bleeding from his nose as well as a nasty cut above his right eye which was already swelling shut. Standing over him was a tall, skinny male wearing an ill-fitting jacket that looked like it had been stolen from somebody twice his size. His dark hair was styled into a drooping Mohawk with the sides of his head sporting nothing but stubble. Even from behind she could see a number of hoops and such dangling from both ears.
 
   Beyond the scene playing out just a few feet away, she saw at least three more young males, none looking much older than mid-to-late teens, digging through a collection of boxes and bags that were on the floor in the living room. She actually recognized one of the large burlap totes that Mrs. Raye had carried when they were out scavenging. Tins of all sorts of things were scattered on the floor, but there was a large black carry bag that looked to be where they were putting things they had decided to take. As she watched, she saw one of the looters hold up a plastic bottle of some sort.
 
   “What the blazes is puh-silly-um husk?” the one holding the plastic container asked.
 
   “It’s psyllium, you dolt. It helps you crap better,” one of the others answered. “My auntie used to take it.”
 
   That answer seemed to satisfy the one asking the question. He also apparently deemed it unnecessary and tossed it on the floor, giving the container a stomp with his boot for added measure.
 
   Shadiyah took in a long breath and held it as she rose to her feet. She moved silently down the entry hall until she knew that she was in range. Due to the confined space, she could only thrust, driving the sharp point through the back of the head right at the base of where it attached to the neck. She actually felt the blade shiver off the spinal column just a bit as it drove through.
 
   Yanking back, she brought her knee up to stop the body from colliding with her. The look of astonishment on Mr. Ivanoff’s face was a mix of relief and terror in a confusing mask of wide eyes and open mouth, but Shadiyah paid him only a second’s worth of attention as she winked and stepped past his prone figure.
 
   Entering the living room, she saw that there were only three males accompanying their now dead leader. (She supposed him to be the leader since he was doing all the talking.) The closest was immediately to her left. He was kneeling over an open box, holding what looked like a container of instant oats. With a backhanded swipe, she brought her blade around and buried it in his face perfectly bisecting his wide open mouth that was making an ‘O’ of surprise at that instant.
 
   She had to bring up her foot and shove her latest victim away and off her blade. Surprisingly, he did not seem dead yet and was making a horrific amount of noise. The other two had been stunned to the point of inaction and were just staring at her. One was holding an economy size package of bog rolls and the other had an open tin of sardines that he was obviously stuffing into his own mouth; a hint of oil dripped down his chin as evidence.
 
   Knowing that her advantage of surprise was about to come to a conclusion, she jumped up on a squat end table and brought her blade down hard. The man threw up an arm and her blow dug into the shoulder, the feel of bone breaking under the blow sending a buzz of electric pain to Shadiyah’s hands.
 
   This man howled in agony, his noises adding to the strange gurgles of his comrade that was thrashing back and forth, hands over his mouth as blood poured through his fingers. The one uninjured man had an apparent lack of desire to confront this crazed woman and ran for the door. Unfortunately for him, he did not take into account the possibility that the old man he hurtled would try to trip him. 
 
   He stumbled and crashed into the corpse in the middle of the hall that had been the first of the group to fall. His breath came out in a loud grunt and exhale. He was trying to scramble to his knees when Shadiyah came up behind him. She thrust her blade into his back and then pulled out. He howled and flopped over, throwing up his hands and crying for mercy.
 
   Shadiyah could see the blood not only forming a pool on the floor, but also spreading across the front of his shirt, indicating that she had run him all the way through. The man was babbling something, but she did not hear the words. Instead, she kicked his legs in order to spin him just so that she could move in and swing again. She drove the blade down but at an angle that caught her target just below the armpit. The strike was lucky (for her at least) in that it went right between two ribs and pierced a lung. She had to brace herself with a foot on the individual’s side to free her weapon.
 
   Stepping back, she could see the dull-eyed stare of a corpse looking up at her; the face still a pleasing mask of terror. Returning to the living room, she made short but violent work of the two remaining and then returned to Mr. Ivanoff who was still lying on the floor.
 
   “Miss Kasim,” the old man croaked as he struggled to sit up. His normally thick Ukrainian accent was masked by the tightness of pain that rang in his voice.
 
   “Mr. Ivanoff, are you okay?” Shadiyah asked as she knelt beside the elderly man.
 
   “I have not been okay since the days of Brezhnev.” The man made a weak attempt at laughing that ended in harsh coughs.
 
   Helping the elderly gent to his feet, Shadiyah was amazed at how light the man felt. He was little more than a skeleton. She eased him to his well-worn chair and then stepped back and looked around at the carnage.
 
   “Perhaps you should come across and stay in my flat,” she suggested.
 
   “Ah, it has been so long since a young lady has invited me over,” the old man gave a waggle of his amazingly bushy eyebrows, but then he gave a shake of the head. “No, Miss Kasim, I do appreciate the invitation, but I believe that I shall spend my final days right here.”
 
   “But…” She turned, her arm extended towards the corpses littering the tiny flat.
 
   “Just take them outside the door. My eyesight is not what it used to be, so I won’t be bothered by a few more stains. And with all the death in the air, what are a few more bodies adding to the mix.”
 
   Shadiyah shrugged and dragged the bodies out into the hallway. After that, she came in and picked up the scattered supplies and placed them back in the scattered boxes. Looking around, she simply could not leave things in their current state. She hurried over to her flat, grabbed some supplies and returned to clean up a bit. By the time she was finished, the better part of the day had passed. She only stopped long enough to share a meal with Mr. Ivanoff.
 
   By the time night fell, the pitter patter of rain had turned to something a bit stronger. With the power gone, the flat grew chilly enough that she could see her breath wisping up in curls of misty vapor. After fetching a few blankets from the closet in the hallway and covering up Mr. Ivanoff, Shadiyah took a seat on the couch until the man drifted off.
 
   Once she was certain that he was asleep, she slipped out of the flat. Twenty minutes later she was up on the roof of the tower. She walked the edge of the entire building, her naked body becoming drenched by the downpour as the blood washed away.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6
 
    
 
   Running
 
    
 
   “Run!” Simon yelled. He gave Cedric a shove and then spun to take out the zombie that was only a few steps away now and closing. 
 
   They had made a terrible mistake. In two days, they were not even out of the city yet. They had been forced to head south shortly after they left the Clyde Court Towers. They had originally followed the A58, but when they reached the bridge over the River Aire, they had encountered a major obstacle in the form of a bridge that was a hive of undead activity. They had no idea why, but with the cars packed in bumper-to-bumper and hundreds of zombies weaving in and out of all the defunct automobiles, crossing the bridge would not have ended well.
 
   They had followed the rails through the Holbeck District and come out when they made it to the junction where the A61 and the M621 met. They opted to spend the night in a warehouse complex instead of the nearby neighborhood across the A61. 
 
   “But there are a hundred empty beds right over there!” Cedric pointed to the cluster of houses.
 
   “And ten times that many zombies most likely,” Simon had said with a shake of his head.
 
   As it was, they had to take down a few walkers that were stumbling around the parking lot. Simon had climbed up on a freight truck and gotten on to the roof of the building after once again having to explain to Cedric that breaking in a door or window would keep them from having a secure location in addition to making a great deal of racket.
 
   The next day had been miserable with a steady drizzle that would turn to heavy rain every so often. Cedric seemed to complain so frequently that eventually little Annie had turned to him and pointed a scolding finger.
 
   “You are supposed to be the grown up, stop being such a baby.”
 
   Simon suppressed his smile, but Mrs. Raye made no such attempt and gave a snort of approval. It seemed to work, because the man had remained quiet for a considerable amount of time until he let loose with a moan as they were crossing East End Park heading almost directly east. That sudden sound caused everybody to spin on him at once. The man did not even notice; he was turned to the south and pointing at the tree line that separated the park from some train tracks. Coming through those trees were hundreds of the undead.
 
   Simon had urged the group to pick up their tempo, but told them they would be wise to save their energy for when they really needed it. That ended up being the case just as they emerged onto Ings Road on the far side of the park.
 
   Two-story brick houses lined the streets on both sides. Obvious signs of chaos were apparent as far as the eye could see. Bodies were everywhere it seemed; many had been torn apart to the point where it was impossible to determine age or even gender. However, this was where they encountered one particularly horrifying scene that caused them all to come to a sudden halt.
 
   They had turned north on Skelton Road at Mrs. Raye’s urging after she insisted that it would get them to York Road, the A64. That would be their best and hopefully fastest way out of the city. Once they were clear of Leeds, they could regroup and make their way south to the M1 and their eventual target of Mickelfield.
 
   They had reached a tee-junction and veered right when they spied an iron fence with a closed gate. The logic was that they could get over the fence and be clear of the growing mob of undead on their heels that only seemed to be gaining in number as it poured through the neighborhood, collecting every zombie as it passed. Simon had given Cedric a boost over and then Annie. Next was Mrs. Raye who was surprisingly spry and needed very little help from either of the men. Simon came last, and just as his feet hit the ground, Annie screamed.
 
   Considering all that she had already seen, the sound was a big surprise. Everybody’s gaze followed to where she was pointing and saw a pair of large dogs barring their path along with several undead children and a handful of adults.
 
   It was the dogs that had caused her reaction. One of the animals was missing its back half and looked as if it had been torn in two by a pair of giant hands. The insides trailed from it like hideous gray serpents. In its mouth dangled what Simon was pretty sure had to have once been a kitten. All that remained was tufts of orange and white fur fouled with blood.
 
   “What fresh slice of hell is this?” Mrs. Raye gasped.
 
   The adult zombies all began to stumble for them along with the pair of zombified dogs. Simon shot a confused look at his people and then back to the zombies. The children were staying put. A few had taken a step or two closer, but they were not advancing, and instead, were seemingly observing the situation. A few of them cocked their heads back and forth as if considering whether Simon and his group represented a threat.
 
   When the first adult reached them, Cedric had stepped in with his sickle and taken the top half of the head off. He kicked the body back and set up for the next. The adults continued to advance, yet, for some unfathomable reason, the children all stayed bunched in close and continued to simply observe.
 
   “We can’t go back,” Mrs. Raye said with a quiet calm. “That mob coming up from behind has brought out every zombie from all those houses. I would be willing to wager that there are at least a thousand coming from back that way.” She hiked a thumb over her shoulder for emphasis.
 
   Simon looked around and spotted a path leading down the side of the school that was partially blocked by a crashed car that had smashed into a large rubbish bin. It was narrow, but it also looked like the best possible escape from their current location. He pointed it out to the others and grabbed Mrs. Raye, giving her a little push in that direction. The woman was surprisingly compliant and took Annie by the hand, pulling her away from where she had been frozen in horror at the sight of the zombie dogs.
 
   Once he was sure that the two had made it over and past the crashed car, he told Cedric to go next so that he could take up the rear. He had a plan, and it would mean he had to be fast, Cedric was in a sort of battle lust and pushed away Simon’s hand twice before Simon forcefully grabbed the man, spun him away from the zombies and towards their escape route, and then gave him a hard shove while imploring him to run.
 
   Cedric finally seemed to shake his mind clear and comply. That left Simon to attempt his plan. He hated that this was even an option, but he really saw no better way to give them a chance at a clear shot through to Mickelfield.
 
   Simon took down the one adult zombie that still remained close enough to be a problem with his trusty mace and then shot another look at the children; they had retreated back to the entrance of the school! He had no idea what to make of that, and it also made what he was about to do seem just a little bit more unpleasant.
 
   Simon had not always been the good boy that everybody believed. In his teens, he had run with some real thugs. It was while he was with this gang at the age of fourteen that one of his best friends died during a nasty little dust up by the train tracks near the Wortley Recreation Grounds. It had not been anything like the movies, and even worse, nobody really seemed to take notice. It was just another kid from the bad side of town on the mortician’s slab.
 
   During his time with that gang, he had learned how to properly blow up a car from a young Irish street kid who had been accepted as one of their own. He hurried to the vehicle and looked inside the open trunk. 
 
   “At last…catching a break!” he said to himself as he popped open the tool box he had discovered. Grabbing a small mallet and a screwdriver, he swiped up a crumpled Daily Mirror from the bin. The headline made him almost start laughing.
 
   “THE DEAD WALK!” was in large, bold print across the top of the page. There was a very good picture of a man in a business suit that had been torn up pretty bad in an attack. He had a visible rip on his throat and there was also a massive blood stain all down the right side. In addition, you could see the black tracer-filled eyes staring blankly straight on at the photographer.
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, he could see the leading edge of the large zombie horde arriving at the gate they had climbed over. There was still no sign of the zombie school children advancing, but he simply could not spare any part of his focus to ponder their odd behavior. He would just be thankful that they had not attacked. He was not sure how easy of a go he would have when it came to taking down children. 
 
   With a few well-placed strikes, Simon managed to puncture the fuel tank on the vehicle sending the sharp odor of petrol fumes up his nose to battle with the stench of the undead. He quickly shoved the newspaper against the leak and used the screwdriver to stuff it into the hole where it began to soak up the leaking petrol. He had to rummage for some more paper real quick, but there was plenty and he allowed just enough moisture to soak the already applied paper before slapping a new piece in with that moisture acting to make the new piece of paper adhere. Stepping back, he pulled out a small butane lighter and lit the end of the paper. Just as he did, he heard the groan of the gates. 
 
   Jumping over a nearby hedge, he landed on the narrow walk beside the school building. He took one more look as the crush of that many zombies finally became too much for the gate, folding it down and allowing the massive mob of the walking dead to pour through. A moment later, there was a bit of a flash as the vapor cloud from the leaking petrol caught and became a small fireball.
 
   Just as Simon reached the corner of Victoria Primary School, there was a concussive thump that caused his ears to pop, and then the car’s petrol tank exploded sending a black, oily cloud skyward with a twisting braid of flames wrapped throughout. The blast blew several of the zombies back into their group, but it also proved to be a new focus for the horde. While they would not actually walk into the flames, they did just as Simon had witnessed with the train car explosion: the zombies oriented on the new sound and stimulus.
 
   He emerged from some bushes to discover a building that was trimmed in orange and had a tall fence surrounding it with large white letters proclaiming it to be ‘The BIG Bathroom Shop.’ Skirting that fence, he reached the concrete river known as York Road, or the A64 where his group stood staring back to the west. He joined them, and it took him a moment to realize that, mixing in with the low clouds of the dreary day was a wall of smoke. The wind at their back was sending the majority of the smoke and ash away from them.
 
   It looked like all of Leeds was on fire behind them. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah woke and rolled over on the sofa to look out the window. It was still raining, but that had not seemed to be enough to stop the nearby fires that continued to rage. It looked as if everything towards Wortley was ablaze, add this development to the several small fires that looked to be catching all around, and she began to see the possibility that leaving Leeds was for the best.
 
   After getting dressed and packing a duffel full of supplies, Shadiyah had a small breakfast and then headed for the door. She stopped for just a moment and gave the flat one final look. It had never been much, but this little place had been home. She had shared good times and bad with her father, mother, and sister.
 
   Stepping out into the hall, she refused to glance down at the bodies of her late parents. She was already feeling melancholy; she did not need to see their corpses to send her into a deeper sadness. She would check on Mr. Ivanoff one final time. She knew that warning him about the growing risk of fire would fall on deaf ears, but she would at least clear her conscience by making the effort.
 
   She knocked and waited a few moments before letting herself in. The old man looked to be dozing in his chair; most likely he had fallen asleep staring out the window at the swirling clouds of smoke and flame. 
 
   She had only taken two steps closer when she knew that the man was not sleeping. For one, Mr. Ivanoff’s snoring was somewhat famous amongst the residents on the floor. There was no sound in this tiny flat.
 
   Stepping around to see the man’s face, she could see his dull, lifeless eyes staring out at nothing. The man was dead, but he had died with just the slightest smile on his face. Shadiyah leaned down and closed his eyes and exited the flat.
 
   She was well down the emergency stairwell when a thought hit her and she turned around. Several minutes later, she was inside the Wood family flat. The place was mostly as tidy as she recalled, but she did notice a few things. For one, it looked as if there had been a bit of a scuffle in the living room. Also, there were dark stains on the carpet that she knew were most likely blood.
 
   Then…there was the smell.
 
   That stench of the undead actually seemed to permeate practically everything now, but there were places where the smell was stronger. This flat was one of those spots. 
 
   Moving down the hall, Shadiyah stopped at the closed door to Miranda Wood’s bedroom. She put her ear to it and heard nothing, yet, the thickness of the undead stink was here at its worst, and she knew what had to be on the other side of the door.
 
   “I did not think you a coward, Simon Wood,” Shadiyah whispered.
 
   That small noise seemed to be enough to cause whatever was on the other side of the door to Miranda’s room to stir. A low moan came with the sounds of a hand slapping the flat surface followed by something scratching on the cheap wood.
 
   Shadiyah had never cared much for Miranda. Truth be told, she could not stand the stupid girl. Yet, she felt she needed to do this. If nothing else, it would clear the slate between her and Simon. He had shown her a kindness in leaving that note. She also felt confident that it was likely his doing that she still had her father’s scimitar. Doing this one thing would put them even.
 
   Drawing the blade at her hip, Shadiyah gripped the doorknob and turned. She took in a breath and then gave a hard shove, forcing the door open. Even the act of holding her breath did not entirely save her from the wall of acrid stink that rolled from the room in a wave that could almost be felt.
 
   Backing up the hall, Shadiyah set herself in place and waited for Miranda to emerge from the room. It took long enough that she had almost given up the vigil to go see what was taking the girl so long. 
 
   When Miranda stepped from the room, she was still engulfed in the blackness of the gloom that intensified the farther down the hall you went. So it was actually not until the scrawny figure stepped into the gray interior of the living room that Shadiyah got an actual look at the pathetic form that had once been Miranda Wood. What she saw made her gasp, and it had nothing to do with the fact that the girl was a zombie.
 
   No, it was the dark stain around the zombie’s mouth.
 
   Considering what she knew and could deduce from the situation, she reached a logical if not tragic conclusion: Simon had been bitten by his sister.
 
   She glanced around to ensure that she had enough room for what needed to be done. Surprisingly, she took no happiness or joy in driving her blade into the face of Miranda. The body crumpled and was still. For reasons that she could not understand, Shadiyah cleaned her blade, put it away, and then returned the still corpse of Miranda Wood to her room where she placed her in bed and covered her with the slightly fouled sheet that was crumpled and in a pile at the foot of the bed.
 
   She exited the flat, and this time was able to travel down the stairwell all the way to the ground floor. When she arrived, she remembered the tactic that Mrs. Raye had taken and placed her ear to the door first. When she heard nothing, she opened the door just enough to peek out into the corridor.
 
   Empty.
 
   Easing out, she was surprised that the smell of the undead was more potent than that of the fires burning everywhere. Still, she had to pull her scarf up over her mouth and nose to help filter out at least some of the smoke. Having gotten a pretty good look at the surrounding area before leaving, as well as recalling with fair accuracy where the density of the fires was the worst, Shadiyah made for Wellington Road towards the big roundabout.
 
   She made it a point to avoid the undead any chance she got and was surprised at how easy they were to get around without them taking notice. Before long, she was moving along the A58. When she passed the Leeds Harley Davidson shop, she regretted not knowing how to operate a motorcycle. While she doubted they were that complicated, she was smart enough to know that the combination of her lack of skill mixed with the amazing racket would be a recipe for her death. Still, she did think that the shop had something worth checking out.
 
   She hopped over the barrier and crossed the empty lot to the large windows that fronted the building. She was not surprised to see most of the glass missing and a good many bikes already gone. She even began to doubt that she would find what she was looking for here, but decided to venture forth regardless.
 
   She stepped through a busted window, the crunch of glass under her feet seeming even louder than normal. She tried to step around the worst of the piles of shattered safety glass, but it was impossible to avoid it all. At last, she was far enough inside that it stopped being a problem.
 
   She wove through the store making a point of being careful and alert. She had to stop after every few steps because she was certain that she kept hearing something moving about in the building with her. Every shadow had the possibility of being one of the walking dead, but eventually she noticed a distinct lack of the smell that gave away the undead and so she relaxed, if just slightly.
 
   At last, she happened upon what she was searching for and could not hide her smile. For one of the few times in her life, she was thankful to be so diminutive. The assorted displays of leathers and jackets had been tossed, of that there was no doubt. However, she had no trouble finding something small enough to fit her perfectly.
 
   Not long after she had come across her little cache of protective clothing, she was back out on the A58 headed east. She was still warring with the choice she had made after dealing with Miranda, but for now, she would at least head in the direction of Micklefield.
 
   She had reached the River Aire and was debating the best way to continue with the terrible snarl of abandoned cars and what looked like a few hundred of the undead weaving in and out in their midst when she heard something down by the water that had her rush to the rail.
 
   Looking down into the dark waters below, Shadiyah’s eyes tracked the banks in the direction of the sound. Two men were paddling a canoe and heading her direction!
 
   She considered her possibilities and enjoyed the fact that they did not seem to be aware of her as of yet. That allowed her to really assess them and decide on her options. The closer they got, the more that she began to suspect that these men might not necessarily be the cream of society. She could recognize the dark brown pullovers that she knew to be common attire for residents of Armley, the prison in Leeds.
 
   The closer they got, the more she was able to feel comfortable with her assessment. One of them had dark blotches on his arms that would likely morph into tattoos once he drew nearer. Both men had shaved heads and poorly trimmed facial hair and were apparently interested in looking behind them more than in front.
 
   Shadiyah climbed up on the rail and swung her legs over so that she was perched on it as they continued to draw closer. She could see a few items tossed carelessly in the bottom of the canoe, but they seemed to be very poorly supplied. The most important thing that she managed to glean from her observations was the fact that they had no real weapons other than perhaps their paddles.
 
   “Oi! Lads!” she called down when they were almost directly beneath her, still comically ignorant of her presence.
 
   The men both looked up at the same time and one of them craned so fast that the canoe rocked violently. This caused them to both overreact to try and steady the small craft. A second later, the canoe capsized, spilling both men into the water with an expletive-laden shout and tremendous splash. 
 
   She actually had to cover her mouth to stifle the laughter as she watched them both begin to splash around the canoe, but what happened next caught her so off guard that she was now the one staring open-mouthed.
 
   “Help!” one of them called; Shadiyah could not tell which one.
 
   At first, she was struck by the terrible thought that the zombies were in the water as well. But the man continued to thrash about and it became obvious that he was simply trying to keep his head above the surface of the water.
 
   “I can’t swim!” he managed around a mouthful of water, confirming the conclusion she had drawn just a second before.
 
   She watched and was more than a little surprised when the second man turned around and began to paddle towards his companion. From her vantage point, she could see the whole scene clearly. The canoe was upside-down and slowly drifting away from the pair of men. Both paddles were also floating, one of them vanishing under the bridge.
 
   The man thrashing about was starting to sound frantic just as the other man reached him. He did what most drowning individuals do; he lunged for his rescuer and pulled the man down with him. A few seconds later, they erupted from the water again, the thrashing becoming even more intense as now both men were in a fight for their life.
 
   They went under again but the water continued to churn and froth. Of course, all of this racket was now drawing the attention of more than a few undead. Zombies were moving towards the shore on both sides, but the growth was thick enough that they were having a slow go of it. 
 
   At last, one of the men surfaced. He was looking around now, trying to locate the original source of their distraction. Shadiyah had already moved away and was hurrying to the other side of the bridge as the canoe emerged. She had to fight her way down to the water, but she was able to grab one of the oars first and then pull the canoe to her.
 
   She could hear the shouts and sputters of the apparent sole survivor of the pair, but she paid it no heed. Turning the canoe over proved to be more difficult than she had thought would be the case. At last she had managed it, her eyes glancing back up the river towards the man who was now obviously swimming her direction.
 
   She unshouldered her pack and hopped into the canoe, giving a little wave goodbye as she did. Pushing away from the shore, she saw a few zombies starting to gather up on the bridge as well as those coming down to the river’s banks. A few were just now starting down by her location as she began to paddle away. The curses began to fade as she found her rhythm. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Looks like we got out of there just in time,” Cedric said with a sigh.
 
   Simon was relieved, but a much bigger part of him was fighting with a sense of guilt that was taking deep root—its icy tendrils threatening to destroy his already nagging conscience. He knew that it was impossible, but a part of him still wanted to return for Shadiyah and make her join them.
 
   “Yes,” Mrs. Raye finally spoke, “but we still have a great deal of nastiness to work our way through before we reach Mickelfield.”
 
   As if to emphasize that point, a distant explosion to their east sounded. They turned to see a small cloud of black smoke rising from the row of residences that lined the far end of the footie pitch that sprawled alongside the motorway. 
 
   The group began their trek east, following the A64 for as long as they could until it became obvious that they needed to get clear of being in the open. Somehow, it seemed as if the undead were managing to spot them as they passed through what had once been a densely populated area. 
 
   At last, as they reached the Selby Road roundabout, they moved over to the train tracks. While they would still be passing through relatively the same general area, since the tracks ran almost parallel to the motorway, they had the advantage of being walled in by dense trees and foliage. It wasn’t quite like being in a tunnel, but it was as close as possible without the utter blackness.
 
   All of them began to relax after a while. Annie moved away just enough from Mrs. Raye to the point where they were no longer holding hands, but Simon noticed that she was not so far apart that such things couldn’t change in a heartbeat.
 
   They did not see another zombie for over an hour. It had reached the point where Simon had allowed his gaze to drift down so that he watched his feet more than anything else. There was still enough apprehension so that nobody really seemed much up to talking.
 
   That allowed Simon to seep further into his guilt over having left Shadiyah. Every so often, his gaze would drift over to Cedric who seemed to have practically no cares in the world as he trudged along with his new companions. Once in a while, the two men made eye contact and it was always Cedric who broke off; usually pretending that he spied something interesting up ahead or some such nonsense.
 
   Simon had no idea how much longer they walked when Mrs. Raye gave him a tug on the sleeve. He stopped and looked around. At some point, they had entered the lush, green, English countryside. Rolling hills rose like waves on both sides of where they were walking.
 
   “I think that is the M1,” Mrs. Raye said, pointing off to their right. Simon glanced over, shaking his mind clear of the daydreams that had been flitting in and out—mostly regarding Shadiyah.
 
   Annie had actually strayed far enough away that she was walking in the grass that grew alongside the tracks. She moved in and out of the shadows cast by the trees and almost seemed like a ghost the way she would drift between the sun and darkness.
 
   Simon called for everybody to stop and then took a seat on a fallen log that sat in the shade. Everybody gathered around, each giving him expectant looks as he sought to sift through his best recollections on their location. He had certainly made this journey enough times over the years. Of course those trips had been by car, certainly not on foot. At last, he believed that he had a good idea of where they were and which direction they might be able to go to reach their ultimate destination.
 
   “If memory serves, Garforth is just south beyond the M1. If we stayed on the train tracks, we would end up passing right through the heart of town. That would not be my choice. We could follow the M1 until it hits the Great North Road and follow it straight in, or we could cut south once we pass Garforth. There is a country road that brings us in from the east using Church Lane.” Simon looked from one face to the other.
 
   What he saw made him almost smack his forehead in realization. These people were all exhausted. Even Mrs. Raye looked on the verge of collapse. Shooting a glance at the sky, he wished he could actually see the sun, but the clouds were being tenacious in their desire to keep the world shrouded in a gray blanket. Still, it was obvious that it was growing late. Even if they pressed on, they might not make it to Micklefield until well after dark.
 
   “I miss cars,” he mumbled and then clapped his hands to get everybody’s attention. “So, I propose we pop over and see if we might be able to spend the night someplace close. I seem to recall there being a football club nearby. Might even find a few things worth taking along since I doubt many have come this way to loot and pillage.”
 
   Simon pulled out one of his last bottles of water and took a long drink He felt they had at least a fair chance of finding something to drink in a place like that. If nothing else, athletes did like having a plentiful supply of beverages.
 
   There did not seem to be any voice to the contrary and so the small group cut through the trees on the north side of the train tracks and began making their way across a large, grassy field. The herd of sheep grazing in the pasture paid them almost no mind as they continued nibbling. 
 
   “How about some roast mutton for dinner?” Cedric whispered as they made their way to a small collection of buildings.
 
   Simon nodded his agreement. “If we can find a spot to hold up for the night and can build a suitable fire, I think you may be on to something.”
 
   As they got closer and closer to the small cluster of buildings, it was clear that something was a bit off. A feeling began to nag at the back of Simon’s mind, and he finally came to a stop, everybody doing likewise and turning to him with obvious questions etched on their faces.
 
   “What’s the rub?” Cedric asked. He shot a look back to the buildings, but his eyes kept drifting to the sheep that were grazing nearby. As if to emphasize his own thoughts and priorities, his stomach growled loudly.
 
   “Something seems peculiar,” Simon said, his voice dropping almost to a whisper as if he might be worried that somebody or something might hear. He squinted as if that might help him be able to see clearer. There was definitely something out of place, but that was when he realized just how tired he was as well. He simply could not see it; at least not clearly.
 
   “I think you are just overly fatigued.” Mrs. Raye gave him a pat on the arm. “What could be wrong out here? All I see are a few rundown buildings, an old farmhouse, and…” Her voice trailed off as she stepped up beside Simon and took a better look.
 
   Simon fixed the woman with a quizzical eye and could see her studying what was ahead of them. Maybe she could make sense of whatever it was that had him so uneasy.
 
   “Everybody, very casually turn around and head back to the train tracks.” Mrs. Raye took Annie by the hand and pivoted on her feet, heading away from their proposed destination. She leaned over to Simon and whispered, “We can discuss this later.”
 
   At last, they reached the tracks. When they drew near to the M1, Simon had everybody stop and wait while he went up to take a look around. When he found what he was looking for, he swept the area to be sure there were no zombies lurking and then jogged back to the group.
 
   By the time he returned to the others, the shadows of the end of the day were stretching out and connecting as night made its slow but steady approach. Annie was leaning up against Mrs. Raye, her eyes closed, and Cedric (who was supposed to be keeping a lookout) was propped against a tree, his eyes shut as well. The only person alert was Mrs. Raye. She shot a nasty glance in Cedric’s direction and then returned her gaze to Simon.
 
   “Well?” she asked, causing Annie to stir and snuggle in closer.
 
   “It won’t be very posh, but I think it will keep us safe for the night.”
 
   “That is the best we could hope for,” Mrs. Raye said, climbing to her feet and running her hand through Annie’s hair to comfort the girl when she started at the sudden movement.
 
   Simon shot a look over at the man who was pulling himself away from the tree he’d been dozing against without even the slightest look of embarrassment on his face. He was becoming more and more certain that they would have been better served to bring Shadiyah and leave this lazy oaf of a man behind.
 
   They all made their way to the M1 and Simon ushered the group to a small, white van that sat in the very center lane sandwiched in between several other vehicles that were all part of what looked to have been a nasty accident. There were no windows except for those up front and the pair on the back of the wide open cargo doors. Once everybody climbed in and became situated, Simon pulled himself up and in.
 
   The quarters were a bit cramped, and with everybody somewhat soggy from the weather, it was not long before a musty smell permeated, but that was the tradeoff for them being warm and relatively safe. A voice woke Simon just as he started to drift off to sleep.
 
   “I need the loo,” Annie grumped.
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   Choosing
 
    
 
   Shadiyah had never really paid attention to the river that cut through the city of Leeds. Now, it was positively the only way that she could see having a chance to get out. The zombies were everywhere and in massive numbers. She looked up at the dead faces that peered down from some of the walkways that ran along the gently winding river and could only shake her head.
 
   “How?” she asked the breeze since there did not seem to be anybody else to hear her.
 
   By the time she reached what she knew had to be Leeds Station, she was actually thankful to dip into the darkness of the tunnel that ran underneath, allowing the river to continue on past the heart of what had once been a beautiful and vibrant city. Now, as she pulled in the paddle and allowed the canoe to drift along with the gentle current, she felt much like the tunnel she was currently navigating. She could not, nor would she try, to deny the darkness that was settling on her heart.
 
   When she emerged on the other side, she glanced back at the curved white roofs of the train station. She let her eyes drift over the many tall buildings and she wondered if perhaps there might be a single living being that could see her. She wondered if maybe that person might be just wishing and eager to catch her eye with the hopes that she would somehow be able to come to their aid. She also wondered if there might be some malevolent part of the dregs of humanity that watched her and imagined doing terrible things to her in this new and lawless world that existed…at least for the time being.
 
   That last thought was what took greater purchase in her mind as she continued on, occasionally using the paddle to correct her course and keep her in the middle of the waterway. She had seen the evil of man with her own eyes. She knew that history was full of tales from the Middle Ages regarding how those in power had often abused it at the peril of the poor, the innocent, and quite often, the women.
 
   She had taken back a small bit of the power that was stripped from her sister in that moment when she executed those terrible bastards that had hurt and abused Assi. Could she hope to take back even more?
 
   “Please!” a distant voice called, snapping her focus back to her immediate surroundings.
 
   A brick building to her right with windows and balconies overlooking the River Aire was obviously on fire. Smoke was leaking from the bottom three levels and an orange glow could be seen emanating from within. On one of the top floor balconies was a young man who looked to be in his twenties. 
 
   Perhaps around the same age as Simon, she thought as she looked up at the individual frantically waving his arms to try and get her attention.
 
   “Can you help me?” the man shouted down. 
 
   He was already on the outside of the balcony railing and appeared to be ready to jump. He had a large bag in one hand that looked like the sort a person would carry to the gym. Even from here she could see that it was bulging and gave the impression as if it might split at the seams if poked just so.
 
   “Toss the bag,” Shadiyah called as she paddled closer. “Let me get it pulled in and then you jump.”
 
   The man seemed to consider her statement and then nodded. “Good thing you ain’t a bloke,” the man called down with a nervous laugh. He unshouldered the bag and held it up above his head. 
 
   “Why do you say that?” Shadiyah paddled back a little to come to a stop as close to the building as she dared. The smoke and heat actually made it a dangerous prospect of getting any nearer. 
 
   “No way would I toss all my goods down to a fella. That would be the same as just giving it away. People are not acting out of charity these days. I feel a bit badly if I am being honest.”
 
   “Why is that?” Shadiyah cocked her head to the side in curiosity.
 
   “When I first spotted you, I was actually going to wait until you got close and then I was going to try and land either on you or close enough to give you a good tip.”
 
   “But now you’re promising to be a gentleman?”
 
   “I would certainly owe you that.”
 
   “Well then, you best give that bag a toss before the fire climbs any higher.”
 
   “Do you think you can catch this?” the man asked with concern. “It’s a bit heavy. All the food I could find is inside, nothing in tins thankfully, or we would be in a bit of a pickle. Still, it’s quite heavy, so be careful.”
 
   Shadiyah opened her arms and gave a gesture for the man to throw the bag. He had to grip the railing of the balcony as he leaned out and then tossed it down to her. It plummeted, and proved to be just as heavy as promised. The canoe rocked sharply as she snagged it just before it landed almost in her lap. She felt her shoulder wrench a little, sending sharp pain radiating up her neck and down her side. Still, she now had the bag.
 
   Dropping the bag, she looked up to see the man leaping from the balcony. He would land well short of her and just a little behind. Picking up her oar, she dug in and began to paddle away. Each stroke caused her to wince as she dug into the water for all she was worth.
 
   For the second time in a very short period, she could hear screams for her to stop mixed with threats of what would happen if she did not. After a few minutes, the pain in her shoulder changed to nothing worse than a steady heat. She knew well enough that she would likely be more than just a little sore the next morning, but that was still several hours away.
 
   She glanced up at the sky and decided that perhaps darkness was not as far off as she first thought. She would need to find someplace to stay for the evening. Despite the relative safety she felt at being on the river, she did not want to spend the night in the canoe.
 
   She would soon have her choice made for her. She had just passed under another bridge when she saw a small fork in the waterway at the tip of what appeared to be some sort of manmade island. Keeping to the right, she felt a tingle of excitement as she figured out exactly where it was that she had arrived.
 
   Ensuring that the zombie presence was minimal, she finally managed to get the canoe to a spot where she could hold on to the concrete landing and pull herself up. Her shoulder gave a bit of protest, but eventually she was on solid ground and had managed to tie the small section of line that was at the bow of the canoe to a metal post.
 
   “The Royal Amouries Museum presents: Shogun versus Samurai,” she read from the sign.
 
   She was not surprised to see that somebody had already thought to come here. The entrance was destroyed. Still she considered it unlikely that the entire place was emptied out; that would take an army.
 
   Drawing her own scimitar, she entered the building. Once she set her original bag and the one that she had recently liberated in a safe place behind the main information desk, Shadiyah ventured into the gloom, the beam of her flashlight cutting a path in the inky blackness of the interior.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon opened his eyes and sat up. That let him feel every aching muscle in his body. He did not think that his neck would ever recover from the kink he could feel in it as he tried to turn his head gingerly first one direction and then the other.
 
   “You look horrible,” a voice whispered from up in the front of the van.
 
   On instinct he turned his head to see the person speaking and was rewarded with a jolt of pain and a refusal of his head to actually complete that action. Turning his upper body towards the front of the van, he winced as the light from what hinted at the possibility of a sunny day bored into his head.
 
   “I was thinking that it might not be such a bad idea to just go out and allow one of those deaders to take a nip,” Cedric chimed in as he groaned and rose to a sitting position beside Simon. Obviously his body was feeling the effects of sleeping in the cramped quarters as well.
 
   “That would be silly,” Annie snorted as she crawled over the tops of the two men and joined Mrs. Raye in the front seat, apparently oblivious to their groans of pain as she did so.
 
   Simon leaned over and started to open the cargo doors when Mrs. Raye spoke up and stopped him. “I wouldn’t do that just now.” Simon’s hand slid off the handle and he adjusted his body back to the front of the vehicle, eyebrows up in question. “About twenty of those bloody things just staggered past like a bunch of sailors trying to find their way home from the pub. They were moving down the side of the motorway and headed in the same direction we want to go.”
 
   “Probably see a lot of those things slipping out of the city,” Simon said as he sat back against the interior of the van, continuing to rub at the base of his neck in hopes of kneading out the knot of muscles that were causing him so much grief.
 
   “Yes, well, perhaps in a bit we can see about getting out, otherwise I am going to piss myself,” Cedric groaned causing Annie to cover her mouth as she giggled.
 
   They sat quietly for a while longer. Eventually, Simon decided that it had been long enough, and after confirming from Mrs. Raye that there did not appear to be any zombies in the vicinity, he popped open the cargo doors. The rush of fresh air quickly reminded him of how dank the interior of the vehicle had become with four soggy bodies crushed in on top of each other in the closed in space.
 
   “I don’t imagine that anybody thought to check and see if any of these vehicles might still be able to run?” Cedric said as he returned from behind the large freight truck that seemed to have been at the center of the accident.
 
   Internally, Simon smacked his forehead. Apparently he had been just as exhausted as everybody else last night. Ten minutes later, they were satisfied that any of the vehicles that might have been drivable either had no keys or no gas. Of course that revelation only ended up being a bit of a disappointment as it meant that they would be walking again today. His feet were killing him. Naturally he would not be saying anything or complaining about it; of course Cedric had no such qualm and started in almost right away.
 
   “I got blisters on blisters, mate. How much farther do we have to go?” he groaned as he hoisted up his backpack and cinched it up tight which only prompted a new outburst. “And I think I may have a nasty rash starting in my armpits.”
 
   “We can stay on the M1 for a bit. Maybe we will find a vehicle that has petrol and the keys,” Simon said as he started up the road. 
 
   The sun was over the horizon now and shining directly into his face. He recalled something he had seen in one of the vehicles in that wreck involving the van they’d used. Jogging back, he reached in and pulled out a set of what certainly looked like expensive sunglasses.
 
   “Cartier shades,” Cedric gasped. “Ain’t you posh!” 
 
   That earned a chuckle from everybody and the group scoured the other vehicles for sunglasses. It was something so simple, but everybody had a laugh as they passed the few sets they discovered back and forth. When they all finally settled on their own pair, they headed up the road. 
 
   At first, Simon was bothered by some of the faces staring out at him from vehicles as they walked. However, after a while, he simply ignored them and kept his focus on the road in front of them.
 
   “I am glad that you decided not to try and be some sort of hero.” The sound of a voice to his left caused Simon to jump and he turned to discover Mrs. Raye had sidled up beside him. 
 
   Annie was skipping around Cedric at the moment singing in a whisper some pop song about making “your body rock” or some such nonsense. That left the two of them bringing up the rear and a good twenty yards or so behind Cedric and Annie. He guessed now was as good of a time as any to clear the decks on what he had seen.
 
   “Those were people hanging from that scaffold, right?” Simon shot a sideways glance at Mrs. Raye and saw her nod. “And was that a military truck parked on the road?”
 
   “It was,” Mrs. Raye confirmed. “If my mind is working correctly, that was a Foxhound parked just beyond the grove of trees.”
 
   “So what do you think was going on?” 
 
   “I am sure I have no bloody idea, but it felt…off.”
 
   “Exactly,” Simon said with a nod. “If not for the bodies strung up, I might have had us approach. I can’t really explain it, but seeing those people hanging had me wondering. Maybe it is too many movies, but it always seems that the military, government, and basically any figure of authority always ends up being a proper git.”
 
   “Says the policeman,” Mrs. Raye laughed.
 
   “Yeah, well there is always the one idiot who tries to do good. He usually ends up dead.” Simon glanced over his shoulder, almost expecting to see the armored vehicle roaring their way with soldiers shouting and waving their weapons. All he saw was the smoky haze that shrouded Leeds and the massive accident that clogged the M1. He would not allow himself to think about the bite on his arm at the moment; that would be too depressing.
 
   They came to another roundabout and Simon took them down the A656. The walk was actually becoming pleasant as lush green farmland opened up the left and trees bordering on their right. Without anything being said, everybody drifted to the left side of the road, eyes keeping a watch for anything that might stumble out from the trees.
 
   Annie seemed like any girl out for a walk on a normal sunny day as she flitted over and plucked the occasional daisy. When Simon called for a brief break where they pulled out the little bit of bread they had managed to snatch up. Spreading on some Marmite and passing the pieces around, Mrs. Raye surprised everybody when she produced a few wrapped bottles of Newcastle Brown Ale.
 
   “Enjoy these, lads, it may be quite a spell before we taste the likes again.” The woman handed one of the bottles to Simon and one to Cedric. Before Annie could raise a complaint, she produced a Fruit Shoot and tossed it to the girl who caught it with a squeal of delight.
 
   “Apple!” Annie exclaimed, sitting down at the side of the road to enjoy her treat.
 
   “What about you?” Simon asked after taking a long pull of the ale and then offering his bottle to the woman.
 
   She produced a green tinted bottle and gave it a wistful look. Simon saw her actually wince as she twisted off the top. He read the label with a bit of confusion.
 
   “What is Royal Brackla?” he asked after taking another pull of his ale, savoring it like he had never done before.
 
   “Royal Brackla Nineteen Twenty-four,” she emphasized. “This was a gift from a male admirer.”
 
   Her gaze became unfocused and it was clear that she was remembering something wonderful as a smile curved her lips. She shook her head after a moment as if to clear her mind before looking back down at the bottle. With a sigh, she brought it to her lips and took a drink.
 
   “Ahh…heavenly.” She replaced the cap on the scotch and carefully wrapped it back up, in not only the cloth she had used for that bottle, but also what she had used to protect the two bottles of ale.
 
   To each his own, Simon thought.
 
   They hoisted their gear once more to the sounds of Cedric’s complaints; although he did seem in at least slightly better spirits. At some point, Annie had made a wreath from the daisies and was now wearing it on her head like a crown.
 
   The road wound lazily and, while they could see a few of the undead shambling through some of the vast fields, none seemed to take notice of their little band of travellers. Sometime just before midday, they reached a junction with a small black and white sign that pointed east. 
 
   The sign had one word: Micklefield.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   There was an eerie silence, and Shadiyah paused every couple of steps to listen for anything that might indicate movement. Each time she paused, she asked herself if she really needed to venture into this place. 
 
   Stop being such a ninny, she scolded herself mentally. You currently possess one weapon. If something happens to it, you are done in.
 
   She reached a large room with busted bits of whatever the museum had been using to keep its precious weapons and armor safe and secure. Yes, this place had obviously been looted. She could see dark lumps on the floor and closer inspection revealed that they were mannequins. Most had been entirely stripped of anything useful. There were even a couple of zombies in the mix that had been taken down.
 
   One in particular looked like whoever had ended its existence used it for a bit of sport before the final blow was given. It had its arms and legs cleaved from it and the blow to the head had actually split the skull almost perfectly in half. 
 
   She wove through the massive complex and kept having sudden flare ups of worry that her flashlight would simply go out and leave her stranded in the dark. Eventually she did manage to scavenge up some metal bracers for her forearms that had wicked spikes running along their exterior. She tried on several other pieces but decided that most of it was simply too damn heavy. 
 
   After finally settling on two small but sturdy swords from one exhibit and a leather jerkin, she felt that she was ready to venture back outside. On the way, she came upon an exhibit of bows. After several failed attempts to even get the string drawn back, she gave up and cast the bow and arrows aside.
 
   “Looks so easy on the telly,” she sniffed as she returned to the main entrance and grabbed her bags.
 
   Once she was outside, she dragged her canoe along until she cleared the lock and then resumed her journey. More than once she heard terrible screams unlike anything she’d ever heard in her life. She could not imagine the pain or horror that could induce such sounds. More than once it made her stop paddling as shivers rattled her bones and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.
 
   Eventually, she noticed that she was leaving Leeds behind. Glancing back, she saw so many columns of smoke rising into the sky that the entire city looked like it would burn and leave nothing behind to show that it had ever existed. The thought of it made her sad. 
 
   “How does an entire city burn down?” she asked out loud.
 
   The sound of her own voice actually startled her and caused her to look around for signs of anything or anybody that might have heard. She saw nothing. In fact, to her right looked to be some sort of massive shipping yard with its huge machinery and giant trucks designed for hauling.
 
   She could see more than a couple of the undead wandering about, but nothing too worrisome. If only she knew how to drive, she could hop in one of those big trucks and drive to the first castle she could find and start her own kingdom.
 
   She quickly dismissed that fantasy and looked to the left where the countryside was changing from the closely packed in buildings and residences to open fields. The bridge allowing the M1 to cross over the River Aire loomed and she made a tough choice. While there was a certain degree of safety afforded her by being in the canoe, she had already discovered how difficult it was to carry one around a lock. She had managed to get free of the city; that had been her goal, and it seemed that she’d reached it.
 
   Paddling for the northern bank, Shadiyah climbed out of the canoe, grabbed her gear, and started into the woods along a narrow trail. She decided that she would not use the motorway. No sense putting herself in unnecessary danger. While it was certainly possible that she could encounter a zombie out in these woods, it was much less likely than if she walked out in the open; that also held true for the living.
 
   She walked all the rest of that afternoon, keeping the M1 to her left. Late in the day she passed what she believed to be some sort of large farm to her right. Already she could see the plumes of smoke to her right in the distance beyond the farm indicating what was likely one of the suburban towns that surrounded the proper city. Also, just ahead a mile or so and to the left were more signs of the destruction.
 
   “Bloody fires are everywhere,” she grumbled.
 
   Looking skyward, she could tell she did not have much time remaining before darkness came on to the point of making travel impossible. She needed to find someplace safe to sleep. Eventually an overpass came into view and she decided to emerge from the woods and fields to see if she might find a good spot to camp for the night.
 
   She was astounded by the sections of the motorway that were completely open only to eventually become automobile graveyards with cars, trucks and all manner of vehicles jammed in tight and forever silent now that their owners had either abandoned them, or perished inside.
 
   As soon as she came up to the motorway, she recognized where she had emerged. She was between the town of Garforth and the Parrish of Austhorpe. That revelation was a bit discouraging. She had not travelled all that far to this point.
 
   She suddenly found herself wondering how Simon and his group were faring. Had they managed to escape the city? Certainly it was not likely that they had some sort of watercraft made available. With what she had seen, it was quite possible that they never even made it out alive.
 
   She was surprised to discover that that thought made her just a bit sad. Of course she would be fine if Cedric had been eaten by the zombies, but Mrs. Raye, Simon, and that little girl were not completely deserving of such a thing.
 
   Not completely.
 
   They had abandoned her. Even worse, they had taken up with one of the animals responsible for her sister’s death. They could say what they like about how he had not been present, but she didn’t care what excuses they provided him or that he made.
 
   She stopped and realized that she was now standing in front of a Jet petrol station. What surprised her was that, up to this point, she had not encountered any of the walking dead. She was about to investigate whether there might be any snacks remaining inside when one of those terrible screams began. 
 
   It definitely sounded like it belonged to a female judging by the pitch. Pulling the scimitar free from its scabbard, she broke into a jog and followed the road to the right as it branched off and headed into some sort of business park. A second scream joined the first which was now beginning to die. This one was quite possibly male, but young.
 
   It was at this point that she started to run. The screams were increasing, and now she was certain that she heard more voices; these sounded as if they might be begging. At last she reached a sign at the entrance to some sort of inn. The sign read: The Thorpe Park Hotel & Spa.
 
   The entrance to the complex was where at least a hundred of the undead were gathered. All of them were reaching skyward. At the rails of some sort of walkway were several figures. Currently, two of them were grappling with a young boy of twelve or so while the sea of undead arms that waved, clutched and writhed below in a vain attempt to reach the melee that was taking place about ten feet above them.
 
   Shadiyah counted five individuals that looked to be causing the trouble. Two were fighting with the young man by the rail while lashing out a knife; another two had women clutched to them and looked to be forcing them to watch what was going on, and one was leaning over the rail having what sounded like a good laugh.
 
   “Well, well…what do we have here?” a voice crooned from behind her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Flat, grass fields stretched out on both sides of what Simon told them was Church Lane. Mrs. Raye and Annie stuck to the center line while Simon and Cedric waded out into the grass and dispatched the single and small groups of zombies that were shambling through those open fields. The outskirts of Micklefield could now be seen and everybody began to unconsciously pick up their tempo. Simon was the first to pretty much clear his side of any nearby walking dead and hurried over to help Cedric with the last few to their right.
 
   He was almost to the man when something caught his foot sending him sprawling on his face. He heard the shouts from Mrs. Raye asking if he was okay, but he had landed wrong and the handle of his mace caught him in the solar plexus, knocking the wind from him in a painful rush.
 
   Flat on his face, he struggled and could not even find the strength to roll over; even worse, he could not seem to be able to breathe at all. That terrifying sensation was almost as paralyzing as the sight that filled his vision when he managed to turn his head. Just a few inches away, the undead visage of a zombie was opening its mouth wide, craning its neck forward so that it could reach him and take a bite out of his face.
 
   He wanted to scream…call for help…anything. Sadly, with the wind knocked from him, he would be able to do nothing except prepare for the terrible pain that was about to eclipse what he was already feeling. He did the only thing he could think of as the face drew near; Simon closed his eyes and waited.
 
   There was a strange sound that reminded Simon of a melon being cleaved in two despite him never actually having heard such a sound before. He felt a hand grab his shoulder and yank him over onto his back.
 
   “Hey, copper, you gonna just lay there?”
 
   Simon opened his eyes to see Cedric staring down at him with a wicked grin on his face. He opened his mouth to express his thanks and nothing more than a pathetic squeak managed to make its way out.
 
   “Had the wind knocked from ya,” the man tisked and clucked his tongue. “Not a very good feeling, yeah? Had that happen a few times as a hooker for the local rugby team. Let me tell ya, when one of them fatties gives you the business, you bloody well know it.”
 
   “Is he okay?” Mrs. Raye’s voice called out.
 
   “Yeah, just had the wind taken out of his sails,” Cedric called back, reaching a hand down to Simon.
 
   Try as he might, Simon could not get to his feet just yet. It took him a while; so long, in fact, that Cedric had to venture out and take down a few more zombies that were closing the distance and would become a problem if not dealt with immediately.
 
   When he was finally able to stand, he was still bent a bit at the waist and Annie moved over to take his hand. “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes squinting as she leaned in for a closer look.
 
   Simon felt his already struggling lungs get even tighter. The way Annie was staring made him remember his bite with a sudden shock. Even worse, he had lost his sunglasses in the fall. Was this it? If it was, he could at least rest in the fact that he had gotten his group here to Micklefield. Of course they still had no idea if they were in any better conditions than back in the city.
 
   “You don’t look very good,” Annie said, patting Simon on the cheek.
 
   “Getting the wind knocked from you is quite unpleasant,” Mrs. Raye offered as she came up to give Simon a look. Simon held his breath as the woman gave him a good once over. At last, she stood up straight and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “We can take a minute or two for you to catch your breath, young man, but not too long.” She swept her arm out to the fields and the scattered array of walking dead that were now obviously aware of their presence.
 
   Simon let out a long sigh of relief. Apparently he was still not displaying the tracers in his eyes. That was a good sign, but how much longer could he hope for his luck to hold out. Sooner or later he would succumb to the bite…right?
 
   They continued up Church Lane until they came to the stone announcing that they were now in Mickelfield. Just ahead, they could see the small shacks for the Metro stop on either side of the road. Modest brick homes were on each side, but there was something else that had everybody’s attention.
 
   The first street that branched off to the right was blocked with all manner of vehicles that had been wedged in amongst each other. In addition, the whole mess had been wrapped in barbed wire. There were a few dead bodies scattered about, each having obviously been taken down with severe trauma to the head. Looking further along up the lane, they could see more of the same on the subsequent roads that went to the right. To the left, there was no such thing being done. Many of the houses showed signs of having been hastily abandoned, and that is also where the first zombie came stumbling from.
 
   The pathetic creature looked to have been an elderly man well into his seventies. He had little more than a fringe of hair remaining as a wreath around his head, and he was so stooped over that it almost seemed impossible that he could see anything in front of him other than his own feet. Yet, after a few unsteady steps, the thing paused, turned towards them, and began its slow shamble their direction.
 
   Cedric stepped away from the group and began to approach the lone zombie when a voice called out, “Leave him be!”
 
   Everybody turned towards the sound and saw three figures emerge from a narrow alley branching from what the sign announced as Hallfield Avenue. They were all dressed in heavy denim pants and jackets. Each had goggles and a respiratory mask on as well as snug woolen caps that helped hide their gender, although it was clear that the one who had spoken was a male with his deep, gruff tone.
 
   “Christ, I hope these lunatics aren’t trying to save the undead,” Simon whispered.
 
   “Not at all,” a female voice said from behind the group, causing everybody to spin around suddenly and bring up their weapons out of reflex. 
 
   Annie squeaked and scooted behind Mrs. Raye, her head twisting back and forth between the three people that had first greeted them and this new arrival that was dressed in the same fashion except for her goggles being up on her forehead and her mask hanging at her neck. The woman was holding a bastardized piece of farming equipment that was now a long handled multi-pronged spear with barbed blades on the outer tines.
 
   “We just choose to ignore them until we have enough worth worrying about. If we took down every walking corpse that came through, we would be hacking and chopping all day and every day.” The woman planted the butt of her weapon on the ground so that it was not pointed at the new arrivals.
 
   “I am here looking for my cousin,” Simon spoke after a few uneasy seconds where everybody simply seemed to be evaluating each other and assessing for possible weaknesses.
 
   “You Simon Wood?” one of the trio called. This voice belonged to a woman who sounded like she had been a chain-smoker most of her life.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “You’re the vicar’s cousin.” It was not a question. “He will be happy to see you, no doubt.”
 
   “And me him,” Simon replied.
 
   “Before we let you in, a few questions,” the man who had first spoken to them said, pulling his own mask down and flipping his goggles up. That seemed to be a sign for the rest, because the other two followed suit.
 
   The man was a tall, hefty sort, but not fat. He looked like the type that worked out in the fields, his skin ruddy and creased from the years of exposure. He had a wide, barrel chest and arms that made the sleeves of his denim jacket look almost like blue sausage casings which begged the question as to how well he could actually move around. He had a shock of dark, curly hair twining up from under the edges of his cap and his eyes were dark, but glittered with what might be a bit of humor. Almost as in confirmation, his lips curled in a slight smile that did not look at all out of place on his face.
 
   “Before we do all that, could we perhaps do each other the courtesy of exchanging names?” Mrs. Raye asked primly. “My name is Henrietta Raye. You obviously already know Mr. Wood here. This other gent is Cedric Black, and this lass is Annie Sun.”
 
   The man shot a look to the woman who currently had the group flanked. Simon picked up on the slight gesture and wondered if perhaps this woman might be running things. Whether or not that was the case, she stepped forward and spoke. “My name is Melena Duff.”
 
   Melena looked to be in her early forties. She had wispy red hair fluttering in the breeze around the fringe of her cap and her eyes were as close to green as a human being could hope to attain naturally. Her skin was milky white and the lilt of an Irish accent was easy for him to discern. She had laugh lines and those were only exaggerated when she flashed a bright smile. He guessed her to be barely a shade less than six feet if she did not perhaps peek just over.
 
   “Nelson Wilbanks,” the gruff man said after getting an elbow from one of his cohorts.
 
   “My name is Dawn Spengler,” the petite woman who had given the elbow said as she took a step forward and removed her cap to allow long, blond hair to cascade down past her shoulders. 
 
   She had bright blue eyes that caught the sun and flashed with mischief as she flipped up her goggles and pulled down her mask. Her mouth was just as tiny as she was, which Simon found amusing since her voice was so strong and loud…even a shade deep for a woman; although by no means masculine.
 
   “Kas Asan,” the third member of the group said.
 
   Kas was obviously Indian. His black hair and dark skin were the only giveaway though, since his accent was clearly Yorkshire through and through. He was the only one of the three that did not smile during his introduction, that was the first real thing that registered to Simon. Also, the young man—perhaps in his late teens—kept looking past them and up Church Lane in the direction that they had come as if he might be searching for something…
 
   Or someone more likely, Simon thought.
 
   “So, introductions are made, mum,” Nelson said. Simon noticed that his gruff tone was quite a bit more deferential as he spoke to the older woman. “Can we ask a few questions now?”
 
   “By all means,” Mrs. Raye said agreeably.
 
   “First, we are guessing that you do not number more than we see here?” That received mumbles of confirmation and agreement. “And have you encountered any military units in your travels?”
 
   Simon shot Mrs. Raye a look and quickly scolded himself when he saw that she had not so much as flinched at the question. He was about to join the chorus of denials when Melena spoke.
 
   “Were they north of here on the other side of Garforth?” she asked, moving around to be closer to the rest of her people. Her eyes were locked on to Simon and it was obvious that she had seen his look.
 
   “Yeah, we saw them,” Simon finally said.
 
   “Were you followed?” Nelson was suddenly back to being gruff and verging on hostile.
 
   “Not that we are aware.” Simon could not keep his hand from gripping the handle of his mace a bit tighter. He moved just a fraction closer to Annie so that he was in a more direct path should these people decide to charge them.
 
   “No,” Mrs. Raye said very bluntly. “We were not followed. I don’t believe they were even aware that we passed by. They are making themselves comfortable at a farmhouse just north of the train tracks.”
 
   Simon shot the woman another look, but she seemed not to notice. Just as well, he was pretty certain that he had a foolish expression on his face. 
 
   How could she be so sure? he wondered. But then again, she had been more than just a little surprising during the past few days. 
 
   If he was impressed by how calm and suddenly in charge Mrs. Raye seemed, he was even more amazed at how these strangers apparently were ready to accept her word as being good enough on the matter. There was a visible degree of relaxing that came over all of these people.
 
   “I guess our next order of business is really just a technicality,” Melena said with a clap of her hands. “After all, you four have been on the road for a day or two, yeah? So unless you got bit out in the field, in which case we would likely see blood, then I can assume none of you are about to turn any time soon and have not been bitten.”
 
   “As you said…that would be apparent,” Mrs. Raye replied with an easy laugh.
 
   “But Simon got the wind knocked from him when he tripped over one of them,” Annie offered, obviously tired of not being involved in the conversation.
 
   “Tripped over a halvsie,” Cedric chuckled. “Dangerous things, those.”
 
   “Halvsie?” Nelson grumbled.
 
   “What do you call the zoms that are missing their lower bits?” Cedric shrugged his shoulders. “One of my mates called one of them things dragging itself down the street a halvsie. Sort of stuck with me after that.”
 
   “Hmm,” Nelson grunted with a nod of his head. “Halvsie, eh? I like the ring of it. Might catch on with the hunters when I tell ‘em.”
 
   “Hunters?” Mrs. Raye asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “The teams we send out along our perimeter to check the barricades and take down any of the zeds in the area.”
 
   Simon was not listening to any of the conversation. His blood had gone cold at the mention of any of them being bitten. He wondered what these people would say or do if he revealed his little secret. Certainly they would not resort to anything sinister, but then again… 
 
   And then he heard something that made him want to turn around and just walk away. 
 
   “You won’t mind if our doctor gives you all a physical…strictly a formality,” Melena said cheerfully as she gestured with an arm that they were to follow her past the barricade.
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   Through Jaded Eyes
 
    
 
   Shadiyah stiffened at the sound of the voice behind her. She was instantly angry with herself for being careless. If she was going to survive, she needed to be on the ball at every instance. She would not be much help to people if she got herself killed the first time out.
 
   Then the person behind her made his first mistake. He stepped right up to her and put a hand on her shoulder. She did not pause more than a second before responding with a quick thrust backwards with her scimitar. She drove the blade past her left hip and felt it resist for just a second before plunging deep into the gut of the voice’s owner. 
 
   Just as quick as possible, she spun, her only real concern being that this person might not be alone. That fear was quickly allayed and she yanked back, jerking her weapon free from the body of the man who still had a shocked look on his face. That expression never changed as she came across and cleaved his head from his shoulders.
 
   She watched with an amused smile while sidestepping the falling corpse whose hands were making curious swipes up around where the head should be as it took two staggering steps before falling hard to the pavement. She was once again amazed at the sheer volume of blood that pumped from the corpse in a hideous spray that darkened the ground in a fan-like pattern.
 
   Returning her attention to the inn, she was struck with an idea. She was making things up on the fly, but she was not going to be foolish. Rushing in headlong would only end up with her dying at the hands and mouths of that swarm of undead gathered in front or perhaps being taken down by those evil bastards up on the balcony.
 
   She followed the trees that bordered the edge of the parking lot until she was around the corner of the inn. Once she felt certain that she was out of sight, she sprinted for the rear of the facility and was only a little amazed to discover no signs of a sentry. 
 
   As she slipped up to the door, she was not surprised to discover it locked, but climbing up onto the gable proved to be a relatively simple task as she pulled herself up onto a brick wall and then onto the slanted roof. From there, she made her way forward. The screams had died down and now there seemed to be mostly a bunch of boisterous laughter and the like. Underneath all that, she could hear what sounded like crying.
 
   Just as she reached a spot that she figured to be almost directly above where these bastards were carrying on, she heard one of them call out, “Angus! Yo, you bloody idiot, stop messing about and get your arse back here!”
 
   Some more laughter followed, and then she heard a door open. The voices below retreated into the building and then the door closed, instantly diminishing the noise to little more than the moans of the undead still out in the front of the building. Peering over the edge of the roof, she was able to see what looked like some sort of large, indoor swimming pool area. For whatever reason, this appeared to be where everybody was collected.
 
   As she studied the interior, she was able to see that the doors had been barricaded with all sorts of furniture and debris. She did not spend much time puzzling over their reasons; she simply gave thanks that her first encounter would be with what appeared to be a great bunch of morons.
 
   Swinging her legs over and lowering to the rail, she only had a moment of fright when her foot slipped just a bit and she almost ended up doing what would have been a spectacular back flop into the sea of undead hands that reached up from below. After steadying herself and swallowing the gigantic lump that had risen in her throat, Shadiyah hopped down to the patio and peered inside once more to get a better idea of what she would face.
 
   She counted five men inside, all of them currently gathered around a stack of boxes. When the first bottles were pulled out and handed around, she almost laughed.
 
   “They’re getting positively ganted,” she said with disbelief.
 
   As she watched, she also felt just a slight tinge of annoyance at the three women who were being held captive by this band of fools. She realized that they were probably just trying to do everything in their power to keep the eight children safe from harm, but between their crying and hand wringing, they were little more than useless. One of them was just sitting by herself looking like she had less life in her than the zombies out front while the other two alternated between tending the children who were all bawling, and rushing over every single time one of the males called out. She briefly wondered if they would even be worth saving. 
 
   The one thing that she did realize was that the teen boy was missing from those present. That made her edge back to the rail and peer down at the gathered zombie horde just to be certain; at first, the lad that had been suspended over the rail was no place to be seen. It took her a moment, but eventually she spied a young man’s face peering up from the crowd of zombies. He looked a proper mess and she was almost surprised that there was even enough left of him to return. As it was, from the looks of things, his arms had been ripped free. Also, she could only really see him from the shoulders up, but it appeared as if his torso was stripped bare and that a good many bites had been taken from his upper body. 
 
   She moved back to the glass doors and saw a couple of the men staggering towards the stairs. That would bring them up to her. Looking around, she really had no proper hiding place. All she could do would be to stand back far enough away from the doors so that they would not see her until they stepped outside.
 
   That would have to be enough. She pressed herself as close to the wall as she could while making sure that she would be able to swing her scimitar. Her mind was set on making her attack as soon as the first opportunity presented itself. She saw no need to wait for any banter. These pieces of filth did not have anything to say that she wanted to hear.
 
   “…should have been back by now. The stupid twat was just supposed to see if that petrol station had any beer left,” one of the men was slurring as the door opened.
 
   “Yeah, well, you better believe you would not get me to go out there just to hopefully scrounge up a few beers. Things have gotten nothing but worse since Leeds started burning,” a second voice chirped.
 
   “True, and I don’t think we can’t stay here much—” the other man was actually looking back over his shoulder as he was speaking.
 
   That made it even easier for Shadiyah as she decided that a thrust would be the better attack at this point. She drove her blade though the side of his neck and had already jerked it free before the second man fully realized his folly. He stumbled over his companion and ended up sprawled at her feet. One chop and she managed to almost sever this man’s head. 
 
   Kicking the bodies away, she felt the adrenaline dump into her system, giving her a massive rush. Stepping inside, the overwhelming tang of chlorine burned her nostrils. The voices down by the pool area echoed in the cavernous space, and she was able to peek over the rail and spy her remaining targets as well as the women and children.
 
   Currently, the men were gathered at a table that was littered with wrappers from a snack machine that lay on its back with its front end smashed in. They each had a brown bottle in front of them and one of them was currently shuffling a deck of cards. They were talking, but the acoustics made it almost impossible to understand what was being said.
 
   A small part of her mind was trying to get her to slow down, but she ignored it. That would be too cliché if she were to suddenly act like a weak-kneed femme fatale and back out before she put things in order. Every moment that she delayed might bring those other three men to come looking for their mates. Her best chance of success was in a surprise attack.
 
   After scanning the area, she saw that the stairs at the other end of this vast room would allow her the best chance to approach the men without being discovered. She would have a series of over ended patio furniture and even some indoor shrubbery to move behind that would make it possible to be within just a few feet of the table of men before she had to reveal herself. By then, considering that none of them were holding any weapons that she could see, it would be too late for them to react before she struck.
 
   Sticking to the far wall to make herself even less likely to be discovered, she hurried along. With all the crying and carrying on taking place, she had no concerns of being heard as she padded ever closer. As it was, she could not even hear her own footsteps.
 
   At last, she reached the stairs and the only real tricky part of her approach. The landing where the stairs switched back on themselves would be the only real spot that she might be seen. After one more look to ensure that the men were engrossed in their game of cards, Shadiyah made her move.
 
   When she reached the bottom and no sounds of alarm had happened, she scurried along in a crouch to where she would launch her attack. The men were seemingly engrossed in their card game, and their conversation had dwindled to nothing beyond a few grunts and grumbles.
 
   The women and children were still making noise, but even that had died down to just some whimpers. She reached the end of her cover and braced herself for her attack. She peeked once to get one more look at where each man sat. One of them had his back to her, and the other two were sitting sideways to where she would launch from.
 
   A tingle of excitement coursed through her belly, and she took the scimitar in a two-handed grip. Taking a few slow, deep breaths, she counted down in her head from three and then popped up. With a brisk and deliberate walk, she strode to the man who had his back to her and hacked at the side of his throat. Her weapon hung up for a bit in the vertebrae and the thought that she had not made any attempt to sharpen the weapon after all the use she had put it through filed itself in her mental library, and she vowed to do so as soon as she could possibly manage.
 
   Switching her grip, she drove the tip of the scimitar into the chest of the man to her right and was quickly pulling her other small sword to finish off the third and final target. By now, the one who was not dead or dying had pushed away and was babbling on about something that she could not decipher as a chorus of screams and cries erupted from the women and children at about this time as well.
 
   Raring back, she advanced on her victim as he stumbled over his chair in his effort to flee. Surprisingly, he still did not seem to have a weapon in his hands. She arrived over the man as he tried to roll away. As her sword came down, a single cry cut through her consciousness.
 
   “Daddy!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon sat in the small room and waited. He was going to be the last person to see the doctor. The fact that he had found a doctor should have been a thrill considering what he remembered of most zombie stories where the poor buggers seemed to go the way of the dodo in the first days. Yet, he was actually trying not to look like he was absolutely terrified.
 
   The door opened and Mrs. Raye emerged with Annie clutching her hand. The girl had a lollipop in her mouth! Cedric had been the first one seen. That had been an odd series of events all by itself. 
 
   The group was being escorted in when another group met them on the road. This new group was apparently a band of hunters—as this place called them—and they were a man short. The leader of the new group asked Nelson if he could join them and Cedric actually stepped forward and volunteered, saying he wanted to earn his way in as soon as possible.
 
   The group had agreed to wait the fifteen minutes it would take for him to see and be cleared by the doctor. Simon had shot Mrs. Raye a curious look, but she had just given a very subtle shrug and that had been it. The man had not even said so much as farewell when he exited the doctor’s office and jogged outside to meet the patrol who greeted him with a good amount of slapping on the back.
 
   “Mr. Wood?” a dark-haired man with graying temples who still looked very fit called as he emerged through the doorway behind Mrs. Raye.
 
   Simon got up and gave his two travelling companions a nervous grin as he followed the doctor into the exam room. He was directed to go behind the screen and undress.
 
   “Not even a box of candy or flowers?” Simon joked, but it lacked any real heart. “I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Mrs. Raye says that you have a bite on your arm that is several days old, and my name is Dr. Kincaide,” the doctor said as Simon stood on the other side of the screen trying to choose between disrobing and making a run for the door.
 
   Simon actually felt his mouth open in disbelief. He stepped back out from behind the screen, his hand going reflexively to the bite on his forearm.
 
   “H-h-how…b-b-but…” he stammered, unable to string anything resembling a sentence together.
 
   “Is it true?” Dr. Kincaide was seated near a counter that had jars of swabs, cotton balls, and other such things set about it in a neat fashion.
 
   Simon did not trust his mouth to make the words, so he simply nodded. The doctor reached out with gloved hands and Simon rolled up his sleeve without actually being asked. The man examined the bite that looked like little more than a dark bruise with a few small scabbed over bits that were healing just fine.
 
   “And you are sure the person that bit you was infected?” Dr. Kincaide mumbled as he leaned in to take a closer look.
 
   What is it with doctors and stupid questions? Simon wondered. After a brief pause he nodded to the affirmative. “My sister,” he said when he felt his voice would not betray him.
 
   “And how many days ago?”
 
   Simon made a mental count. He had a rough go of it, and could not believe how everything from the past several days seemed to just swirl and melt into one huge and overwhelming slurry of time.
 
   “Five…I think.”
 
   “That goes well past anything that we have witnessed,” the doctor said around an ink pen that he had jutting from the corner of his mouth.
 
   At last, the man sat back and grabbed a clipboard from the counter. He wrote a few things down and then set everything aside. Pursing his lips, the man seemed to consider what to say for an uncomfortable length of time. When he did finally speak, the sound caused Simon to jump.
 
   “I want you to keep this to yourself. If you feel puckish in any way, I want your word that you will make your way to my office without delay. Day or night…understand?”
 
   Simon nodded and the man once more seemed to consider Simon much like some experiment gone awry for several more seconds. Simon took it upon himself to roll his sleeve back down and was about to ask if he could leave when there was a sharp rap on the door before it opened and Melena stuck her head inside.
 
   “Sorry, Doc, but we have somebody here who insists on seeing this man.” Melena moved aside and a massive man stepped past her, ducking habitually to avoid brushing his head on the frame despite there being a good few inches to spare.
 
   “Simon!” the man rumbled, his arms going out wide.
 
   “Cousin Geoff!” Simon rose to greet the man.
 
   “Your cousin is the vicar?” Mrs. Raye’s voice carried in from the waiting room.
 
   Geoff Shoemaker was often referred to as the family oddity. Just a shade under seven feet tall, the man had been the largest child in school from the time he came out of his growth spurt at age twelve where he sprang up to well over six feet tall before it slowed and eventually leveled off. His immense size was only equaled by his gentle nature, and nobody could ever recall him having struck another person in anger; not that there were many who chose to challenge him.
 
   With a mop of dark, curly hair and brown eyes Geoff would have been able to blend in with any crowd were it not for his incredible height. His looks were nothing remarkable, and most people could not truly remember what he looked like and could only recall how tall the man was compared to others. That held true until the man sang. If there was anything that could make people forget how tall Geoff Shoemaker was, it would be his incredible singing voice.
 
   “I didn’t dream to hope that anybody I knew would make it out of Leeds alive!” the mountain of a man exclaimed as he swept his cousin up in a massive hug. When he pulled back, his eyes were wet with tears.
 
   “It is worse than you might think, Geoff,” Simon managed as he regained his ability to suck air into his lungs.
 
   “We can see the smoke from here, and when the wind shifts, we can smell it.” 
 
   The two cousins spent a few minutes being reacquainted before the rest of Simon’s group was called in to be introduced as well. It was decided that, for the time being, the four of them could share one of the vacant townhouses on Churchville Drive. 
 
   Simon and Mrs. Raye were both quick to volunteer for the detail helping with the dispatching of the relatively few undead wandering the area as well as the building of a barbed wire fence and trench that would hopefully keep the citizens safe. It was all part of fitting in, and from what they were told as they were escorted to their new home, nobody was allowed to be idle.
 
   For three days, things seemed to begin to slide into a bizarre routine of digging, killing zombies, and stringing barbed wire. Despite being strangers, they were greeted with smiles and polite nods of the head when arriving for work details or standing in line to accept their daily meal allotment.
 
   It was late on the fourth night while he, Mrs. Raye, and Cedric were sitting around the table that another level of surrealistic crap was dumped in Simon’s lap. Annie had just been tucked in for the night and Mrs. Raye had poured each of them a tiny dose from her coveted bottle of scotch.
 
   “Anybody up for a game of cards?” Simon asked. This received a groan from the other two. 
 
   “If I play another game of cards, I think I might have to just walk out and give myself over to the deaders,” Cedric groaned.
 
   “I don’t think I have ever been so bored in all my life,” Mrs. Raye added.
 
   “And what did you do in life before all this that was so bloody exciting?” Simon quipped as he picked up his glass and took a tiny sip of scotch.
 
   “I worked for MI5.”
 
   That statement hung in the air with an almost visible presence for several seconds until Cedric finally burst out laughing. Simon joined him, but not for long as he realized that Mrs. Raye’s expression had not changed.
 
   “Wait…are you serious?” Simon sat up straight and gave Cedric a gentle nudge with his elbow. “Then what were you doing living at Clyde Court? A bit low end wasn’t it?”
 
   “The view was fine, the rent was relatively cheap. Being a widow, I didn’t require much, and most folks would leave me be. Besides, I was keeping an eye on the place for a former co-worker back at MI5. There were concerns that a drug cartel was setting up shop.”
 
   Simon shot a look over at Cedric. The man had grown strangely silent and now looked just a bit pale. He finally sat back in his chair and folded his hands in front of him.
 
   “So, do we have a problem?” the man finally asked.
 
   “Not at all,” Mrs. Raye said with a shake of her head. “Far as I’m concerned, everybody starts with a clean slate. I don’t want to know the details, and I honestly don’t care. But if you do anything at all from here on out…” She let that last bit just seep in as an implied threat.
 
   Simon was floored. Even worse, he felt more horrible than ever about how they had left Shadiyah behind.
 
   “Why?” It was the only question he could ask. So many things were swirling in his head that he could not process where to even begin. They had chosen to bring along a drug dealer and abandoned a young woman to certain death?
 
   “I had no idea what we would face while trying to escape,” Mrs. Raye answered, turning her full attention to Simon. “If my assumptions about Mr. Black were correct, he would not hesitate in a fight. Also, I needed somebody I felt could kill or perhaps even use as bait if it came down to it.” She looked over at the man who had just started to exude a touch of smugness until that last bit.
 
   “And don’t think I have not been paying attention to the fact that you started up right away on the teams that leave the area.” Mrs. Raye now fixed the man with a level stare. “If I find one single thing that leads me to believe you are trying to resume your old ways, I will lash you to a pole and give you over to the mob. These people may be nice enough, but there is an underlying feeling that they could turn into a bloodthirsty bunch with the right nudge.”
 
   Cedric opened his mouth for a few seconds and then shut it. He sighed and then sat back. A smile split his face, and he began to laugh. Simon was becoming more confused by the second. Certainly this man did not think that Mrs. Raye was bluffing. And not only that, but he, Simon Wood, was not just some pushover to be disregarded.
 
   “Mum, I think I can clear things up right here and put your mind at rest.” 
 
   Cedric hoisted his leg up onto the table and pulled up the hem enough so that he could reach inside his heavy boots. He produced a thin leather wallet and tossed it onto the table. Neither Simon nor Mrs. Raye moved at first, but eventually Mrs. Raye reached over and picked it up. She opened the flap and after only a few seconds, began to chuckle. She slid it over to Simon.
 
   He gave the woman a confused frown before picking up the little billfold. Opening it, he saw the face of Cedric Black staring back at him from an identification card that proclaimed him to be Detective Inspector Sydney Brown of the Yorkshire Constabulary. 
 
   “I was working the region undercover for the past fourteen months,” Cedric—correction, Simon thought, Sydney, said.
 
   After the laughter subsided, a thought came to Simon and he fixed the man with a harsh stare. “Why did you smash me on the head back then?”
 
   “Actually, I did not know that you were a police officer, and you almost fit the description of one of the men in our dossier. I thought you might be the rival dealer that those bloody pricks were always on about.”
 
   Simon sat back in his chair and felt the conflicting emotions coursing through him. To him, this was just another reason that they should have tried to reconcile things between Shadiyah and the others.
 
   “Why couldn’t you just have told us that back at the tower? It might have saved Shadiyah,” Mrs. Raye said the words that Simon was thinking.
 
   “Actually, I feel like I did a proper job of cocking that whole situation up. I must admit to being a right plonker when it comes to this whole…zombie situation. I still believed the agency line that this would all be under control within a few weeks. This was about to be my biggest arrest, and I was sure to be considered for Chief Inspector when it was all done. I would have been one of the youngest ever.”
 
   The answer did nothing to make Simon feel any better. It also did nothing to improve his feelings for the man he knew as Cedric Black.
 
   “So should we call you Cedric or Sydney?” Mrs. Raye asked.
 
   “I think Cedric is best. That is how people know me here, and then there is little Annie. No sense in getting her confused.”
 
   The next day, Simon had just returned from a long shift out in the sun working on the massive project that was the trench that would supposedly protect the village of Micklefield from the walking dead only to discover his cousin seated in the living room. Mrs. Raye was sipping tea with Geoff and Annie was on her stomach reading a book, a half-eaten sandwich on a plate beside her. There was no sign of Cedric which suited Simon just fine at the moment. He was still bothered by the fact that there might have been a real chance to save Shadiyah if certain things had been revealed.
 
   Geoff set his cup down and greeted his cousin with a smile and then stepped back to give Simon a good look up and down. 
 
   Geoff gave Mrs. Raye a polite nod and then walked to the large living room window and looked outside. “Can I have a moment with my cousin, please?” 
 
   Once the room was cleared and the door shut, the vicar turned to Simon. His expression was grim, and he motioned for Simon to have a seat.
 
   “Seems rather ominous,” Simon laughed nervously. He unconsciously rubbed the bite on his arm. Despite almost no trace of it still being able to be seen with the naked eye, he could (whether consciously or subconsciously) feel its lingering presence. Had the doctor decided that he was a risk?
 
   “I still can’t believe you are here. Before we lost power, the news was terrible. London was gone, and the fires in Leeds…well, I don’t need to tell you.” Geoff continued to glance out the window. 
 
   “Surely you did not clear the room just to tell me that you are glad to see me,” Simon said after his cousin just remained staring out the window for an uncomfortably long period of time with his hands folded behind his back.
 
   “You would be a welcome addition to the leadership of this community, Simon.” Geoff finally turned to face his cousin, lips pursed as he seemed to be considering what to say next. 
 
   “This is becoming a bit worrying,” Simon laughed uncomfortably.
 
   “This…event...has brought out the best in some of our people. Unfortunately, it has also brought out the worst. When we lost the grid over two weeks ago, we had a gathering where I was asked to accept the role of authority here for the time being. Obviously the West Yorkshire Police are not making any trips out here from Garforth these days. This might seem hasty and sudden, but it would be nice if you might consider taking the helm here in that department.”
 
   Simon laughed, crossing the small room to clasp his cousin’s hand. “I would be honored.” Geoff followed Simon to his room where a basin of water was waiting so that he could wash up a bit.
 
   He almost blurted that both Mrs. Raye and Cedric would be better and more qualified candidates. Simon’s head spun at all this. He did not know what exactly he had expected in Micklefield, but it seemed as if the people had already come together and decided to take a very proactive approach on how to run their little town. It was highly irregular to say the least.
 
   “Before you accept, you need to understand that the people here in Old Mick have already had a town meeting and made some choices that you may not feel comfortable enforcing.”
 
   “Oh?” Simon was puzzled.
 
   “These people were about to elect me as the chief constable just before you and your band arrived,” Geoff said with a sigh. “We’ve already had a murder here, and then we caught that group from New Micklefield trying to sneak into the primary school. Somebody has to administer justice and be a presence that helps bring everybody back together if we are going to survive. Also, this feud between Old and New Micklefield needs to end, and the best person to mediate that would be a neutral party.”
 
   Simon knew well enough how Micklefield had divided into almost two separate villages. From his recollection, it had something to do with a proposed wind farm. The site would have been just north of the village and that was the reason the Old Micklefield residents hated it; they would be the ones who had to look at those eyesores for all eternity. 
 
   “Let’s start with the people caught in the school. Were they stealing text books?” Simon laughed, but sobered fast when his cousin’s expression darkened.
 
   “That is where we decided to gather all the food and such that we collected from the houses of those we lost in those first days. We also managed to bring in a freight truck that was abandoned on the M1. The trailer was loaded with crated chickens, most likely bound for some farm, but that was a blessing as it is a supply of eggs as well as some of the meat you enjoy at evening meal. Won’t be making any trips to Morrisons Supermarket any time soon, and when we found that truck, you would have thought the Queen was paying a visit for all the fuss.”
 
   “And you say there was a murder?” A few weeks ago, Simon would have been stunned. That was just not something you would expect in a sleepy English village like Micklefield.
 
   “Once again, it had to do with food. We were going house to house, collecting everything once it was decided that we should pool all our resources and not just that of the deceased. Some bloke accused another of hiding food, and it turned into a nasty fight. Eleven people brawling in the streets like a bunch of football hooligans was the result. That is also why you might want to think carefully about accepting the post. There was a vote, and it was decided that anybody guilty of murder, rape, and even thievery would be executed.”
 
   A knock at the door came and Mrs. Raye poked her head inside the room as Simon sat there with his mouth open in dumbstruck astonishment. “I hate to break up this family reunion, but some young man just arrived out front and said something about a team of hunters returning with a delegation from New Micklefield?”
 
   Geoff stood and gave the woman a polite nod of his head. He turned back to Simon. “So, what do you say?”
 
   Simon shrugged. Really…how bad could it be?
 
   Walking outside, Simon actually staggered back at what greeted him. A group of a few hundred people were gathered in the street. What he saw reflected in their faces was a mix of fear, anger, and desperation. At the front of the crowd were a group of five individuals (Cedric was among them which came as no surprise to Simon) outfitted much like the people who he had first encountered when they arrived just a few days prior. Bunched close together, and basically at knife point, were three people dressed like they were out for an afternoon bicycle ride. Each had a sheath on his hip, but had obviously been liberated of whatever weapon he was carrying.
 
   “Before we accept the delegation from New Mick, I would like to introduce my cousin Simon Wood to those of you who may not have had the pleasure of meeting yet.” Geoff stepped to the edge of the small porch and raised his arms in the air to quiet the crowd. “He was a police officer in Leeds. I have asked him to step forward as our constable and be the voice of authority. Since we do not have the luxury of time these days, I would just ask for a show of hands as we vote. All in favor?” 
 
   Simon was more than a little surprised to see so many hands raise in the air. After all, he was a stranger for all intents and purposes. Even just a bit more surprising was to see Cedric’s hand in the air with the others; for some reason, he believed the man might balk at the idea.  When the vote for those opposed came, he took a second to try and commit a few of those faces to memory. 
 
   “It looks like you are the new chief constable,” Geoff said over his shoulder.
 
   Simon stepped forward and felt a chill settle in his heart as he watched the last few hands that had gone up in opposition of him taking the post slowly begin to lower. One of those who had voted against him was the town’s doctor that had seen him when he and the others first arrived. Dr. Kincaide’s eyes were locked on him and the man’s expression was grim.
 
   “This is all fine, but we came to retrieve one of our people,” a man from the New Micklefield trio spoke up.
 
   “Your man was caught trying to steal from our food stores,” somebody in the crowd yelled. This brought on supportive shouts of agreement along with shouts of “We hang thieves!” sounding off from the mob.
 
   Geoff once again raised his hands to quiet the crowd. With what was almost a flourish, he ushered Simon forward to the front of the porch.
 
   “Time to get to work, Constable,” Geoff whispered humorlessly.
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   Verdicts
 
    
 
   Shadiyah spun to face the women and children who were now clustered in closely; each of them had a clear expression of pure horror on their faces. She stepped away from the carnage, her scimitar at her side with fresh blood still dripping from the blade.
 
   “Why?” one of the women finally managed through her tears. 
 
   Shadiyah was struck dumb by this reaction. Of all the possibilities that she could envision this scene playing out in her mind, this one made no sense. She glanced over at the bodies of the men sprawled around the table where she had butchered them and then back to these curiously ungrateful women and children who were now looking at her as if she might be a demon from Hell.
 
   “You are all free,” Shadiyah finally managed to say as she knelt to wipe the majority of the blood from her blade on a wet towel that was balled up on the concrete floor of this pool room.
 
   “You killed our husbands,” one of the women managed to cry over the wailing of the children that only seemed to be growing in volume to the point where it hurt her ears.
 
   Shadiyah looked up and then all around herself. When had she fallen? Somehow she was now sitting on the floor in a puddle of chlorinated water and fresh blood. Making her way to her feet, she took a step towards the women and children. She did not understand how she could have made such a mistake and she wanted to apologize.
 
   However, when the entire group began to shriek and scream bloody murder, she halted. Over the sounds of crying, a new sound was beginning to make itself known; the steady pounding of the undead on the outer doors to this pool area were growing in volume and intensity. Shadiyah turned and ran for the stairs as one of the barricaded doors began to give way under the onslaught.
 
   Just as she made the upper landing, the door buckled. She paused, thinking that perhaps this new development would cause the group to flee. She could help them get up onto the roof and maybe even guide them someplace a bit safer. Yet, even as the zombies began to climb and fall over the patio furniture and vending machines that had been shoved in place to help barricade the doors, the group simply huddled together and wailed.
 
   She stopped again when she reached the doors that opened out to the balcony where she had first spied these people. Her mind tried to reassemble the scene and find where she had gone wrong, but the jaded eyes through which she viewed the world would not refocus.
 
   As she exited, the sounds of the cries began to change to screams of pain. She closed the door on the echoes and climbed up onto the railing. Looking down, she noticed that many of the zombies that had been gathered outside were pouring in. If she wanted, she could probably lower herself down and jog away.
 
   After a moment’s thought, she decided that she had no desire to wander deeper into what had once been the more populated areas of Austhorpe. She would cross back over the M1 and make her way along through the fields that lay between the road and Garforth. She knew well enough that, once she made it past the borough of Garforth, the tiny town of Micklefield lay just beyond.
 
   As the sounds of the screaming faded, Shadiyah’s allowed her mind to drift away from the sad and unfortunate scene. She quickly isolated the feelings of guilt and stuffed them into a dark recess of her mind where they would wither and die. 
 
   Every so often, she would veer just slightly from her course and take down another of the walking dead. She took no notice of whether they were men or women; young or old. They were nothing more than part of the landscape that she passed through.
 
   When she noticed that the sky was once again becoming dark, she shifted her focus and began searching for a place that would offer her safe shelter for the night. She was surprised when she happened upon what looked to be some sort of automobile junkyard. Several obviously defunct vehicles were crammed into a fenced in yard.
 
   She climbed up a tree and gave the area a good examination. She did not see any signs of the undead shambling about. She shielded her eyes from any sort of glare and tried to discern if there might be survivors perhaps living in the small building that looked as if it housed a couple of apartments. However, she saw no signs of life or movement after several minutes of scanning the area.
 
   At last, she crept out on the branch that extended over the junkyard and lowered herself to the point where she could let go and drop to the ground. She had already spied where she would sleep for the night. A large freight truck with no wheels sat jammed into a corner of the automobile graveyard. The cab looked to be large and intact. It was high enough up that she could probably see the majority of the open area as well as over a few of the rows of cars. She would climb in, get situated, drink some of her precious water, and then get some sleep.
 
   Moving down the aisle of automobiles, all of them showing signs of having been in an accident to at least some degree, Shadiyah saw no indication of any zombies that were still mobile. The only body she did happen upon had most of its skull burst open and splattered on the ground, a huge sledge hammer with dried gore on the head solving any riddle that might have existed about what put this particular zombie down. The only odd thing about the rotting corpse was the signs of what looked to have been an animal that had worried at the mangled skull. Some of the larger pieces had obviously been dragged a few yards away from where the corpse rested.
 
   For some odd reason, she felt incredibly tired all of a sudden. Her eyelids felt like they weighed a ton, and she could not stop the tremble that had started in her sword hand no matter how hard she tried. Climbing into the front cab of the rusty freight truck, Shadiyah simply tossed her bag and pack on the floor, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. She was fast asleep when the strangled gurgle sounded just outside the door to the cab.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon sat across the table from the three residents from New Micklefield. The one in the middle, and apparently the one who was in charge of the delegation was red faced and his hands clenched and unclenched in a visible display of anger.
 
   “This is barbaric,” the one on the right whispered.
 
   So far, the individual seated to the left had not said a word. As far as Simon was concerned, it was just as well. There were only so many ways you could vehemently disagree with the news that one of your people was to be hanged for stealing.
 
   “You are certainly all aware of what is happening in the world,” Simon said coolly. 
 
   In the past half hour, he had gone from not actually supporting the policy that he had been informally voted in to enforce, to wishing he had a couple of extra nooses. As it stood, he saw a very real chance that the man who had been doing most of the talking might end up finding himself detained if for no other reason than so that Simon could feel at least some satisfaction.
 
   “While we might not be from the city, Officer Wood,” the man made the title sound more like an insult than an honor with his disdainful tone, “we do have at least a passing acquaintance with such things as reading and being able to understand what is said on the telly. What we believe to be true is our business.”
 
   “Then you must at least realize that it seems unlikely for order as we were once accustomed to be reinstated any time soon.” Simon absently ran his thumb around a small nick in the butt of the handle of his mace which he was wearing on his hip.
 
   “And so a man is to be hanged for trying to feed his family?”
 
   This had been the circular argument being repeated to varying degrees and with a variety of profanity sprinkled throughout for the past several minutes. Simon had had enough and pushed back from the table with the intent of saying so.
 
   “We will trade one of yours for our man,” the speaker blurted.
 
   “If you have one of ours, and he or she was caught doing something wrong, then that person must be prepared to accept the penalty,” Geoff spoke up from where he had been leaning silently against the wall next to the doorway.
 
   Simon heard something in the man’s tone that he did not care for. Add in the fact that he had not been told anything about how these people might have a prisoner of their own from Old Micklefield. On a whim, he decided to prod into the issue.
 
   “And what has our person done? I have told you that your man is in lockup due to stealing, so what crime has our person committed?” Simon asked.
 
   He saw the eyes of all three people sitting across from him flit over his shoulder to where Geoff had been standing. A second later, he felt a hand on his shoulder. His cousin leaned down; his lips close to Simon’s ear.
 
   “That is not part of the scope of this meeting.”
 
   “You’re right,” Simon replied out loud, not bothering to whisper. “This meeting was supposed to be about putting an end to this ridiculous feud between the northern and southern ends of the same bloody village. Are we really going to allow something from a time that does not look like it will ever return be what separates us and makes us act like fools?” Standing up, Simon brushed away his cousin’s hand. “So, here is what will happen, I want you three to return home and gather whoever is calling themselves the leader of your community. We need to have a meeting and put an end to this foolishness. As a show of good faith on my behalf, I will release the man of yours that we are holding—”
 
   “You don’t have the authority to do such a thing,” Geoff snapped, slamming his hand on the table for emphasis.
 
   “Actually, that little vote you had would indicate differently.” Simon turned on his cousin and fixed him with an appraising stare. “And as soon as these gentlemen have made their exit, you and I will have a talk where you will tell me exactly what is going on.”
 
   Simon showed the men to the door where he was greeted by Mrs. Raye who had apparently heard the entire thing. This whole meeting had taken place in one of the vacant townhouses just around the corner from the one assigned to Simon and the others.
 
   “I guess I don’t need to tell you what has to be done,” Simon said as the woman stepped aside to allow the three delegates past. Mrs. Raye smiled and shook her head before catching up to the trio and falling in with them.
 
   As soon as they were around the corner, Simon shut the door and spun on his cousin. “You want to tell me what in blazes is going on?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Geoff asked showing almost no emotion.
 
   “Where do I start? Shall it be where you have me dropped into the role of law enforcement here with almost no qualification? Or perhaps how your little part of town has shut itself off from the world and is in the process of building a giant moat—”
 
   “It’s just a trench,” Geoff interrupted.
 
   “Call it what you want,” Simon shot back. “You have had some sort of meeting where you just decide that you will execute anybody who breaks the law—”
 
   “Murderers, rapists and thieves,” Geoff interrupted again, still not showing any signs of agitation. 
 
   “Once more,” Simon slapped the table for emphasis, “you can say what you will. The facts remain that this is not natural, nor is it the way that I would expect a bloody vicar to act.”
 
   “Why? Because we are somehow not like normal people?”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   “You didn’t have to.”
 
   “Look, you have to admit, this is not normal behavior for anybody. The fact that you are okay with what is going on here has me concerned.”
 
   Geoff sat back and looked at Simon with almost no expression on his face. Slowly, it was as if a storm rolled in and Simon could actually see the man’s countenance darken. He sucked in a big breath and then let it out.
 
   “The people in New Mick are not killing the zombies,” Geoff finally said at last. “Well, that is not true, they are killing some of them. But, and this is where you may think I am being a bit dodgy, but I swear I am telling you the truth. They refuse to kill a zombie if it is a child.”
 
   Simon let that sink in. Actually, a part of him could understand that; especially after what he had seen back at that school when they were running for their lives. Still, there had to be more than that to the story.
 
   “Okay, so tell me the bit that you are keeping back because you think I will be sure you are a nutter.”
 
   Geoff actually seemed to relax just a little at that remark and the hint of a smile curved his lips.
 
   “Shame this whole zombie thing came along,” Geoff said as he relaxed into his chair a bit more. 
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “You would have made a proper police officer.”
 
   “I appreciate it, but save the kind words until after you’ve told me whatever this terrible thing is that has you all so worked up.”
 
   “It was before the news was really rolling on this, and one of the families had just returned from holiday.” Geoff paused and shook his head. “You have to understand that this is all secondhand information. The folks in New Mick closed up ranks fast before things got bad, and then they had sort of made their bed and were forced to lay in it.
 
   “What I was told by one of their people after church one morning was that this particular family, the Bush family I am told was their name, was all found dead one morning. Apparently there was a bit of a ruckus, and then the screams. That is what brought people running…those terrible screams. Only, after a few of the neighbors rushed over, what they found was beyond anything imaginable…at least at the time. Every member of the Bush family was dead and looked like they had been torn apart by wild animals, then it was discovered that one of the children was not among those found at the scene. 
 
   “Police were called, but they never made it here because of all that mess that took place at the train station in Leeds that same day. That was also when the Prime Minister came on and told everybody to just stay put in their homes or make it to one of the rescue centers.”
 
   Geoff rose to his feet and began to pace. Simon recollected back to those first crazy days. He had missed so much of what was going on around him because he was busy trying to take care of Miranda. He recalled seeing something about a riot at the train depot, but he had dismissed it as just an overreaction by some of the citizens. He was not too concerned in those early days. After all, it seemed like the news was always going on about some new flu or strain of bug that was going around. And even with Miranda so sick, he’d simply figured that she was strong enough to power through it and that all would be right as rain in a few days.
 
   “The members of the family that were found were dead. Nobody disputed that fact. When the missus…Katie Bush…when she sat up, I guess people just had no idea what to do. Naturally, the phones began to ring here from some of the folks down in New Mick. 
 
   “I was asked to go as a person that might be able to settle the minds and fears as people realized that what was just starting to show up on the BBC news had come to our little village. I saw for myself a woman who had most of her insides torn out as she struggled and fought to be freed from the gurney that she had been tied to.
 
   “I returned to the church that evening to find it full with people standing out front. They were scared, and had no idea what to do. I did what I could, but I saw fear in every face that night when everybody finally left. I went to bed that evening fearing that perhaps the world was facing something greater than ever before in history. I had no idea how fast it would spiral out of control. 
 
   “When we lost our first people, it was the Woodley farm at the south end of Old Mick. That day was when it all changed here.” Again Geoff paused. He turned to face Simon, and tears were just starting to brim over.
 
   “The people blamed the folks of New Mick. It was foolish, I knew that the reaction was based out of fear, but there was nothing that could be done for it. There was a meeting called in the school that night, and it was decided that nobody from New Mick would be allowed here. The Great North Road would be blocked just this side of Pit Lane, and that was to be the end of it.”
 
   “But when you asked me to take this position, you said that I would be the one to broker a peace between Old and New Micklefield,” Simon said with a hint of confusion in his tone.
 
   “I did, and that is because there is no way for me to do it. I am part of Old Mick, that is how the town sees things. If I were to suggest such a thing, I might well be run out on a rail. Also, the New Micks won’t hear me, I represent the enemy, and anything that I suggest would be viewed as having an angle to it that benefits Old Micklefield at the expense of the people that reside in the New Micklefield district.”
 
   “You act like this is two separate towns,” Simon said with unveiled annoyance. “The town is just Micklefield.”
 
   “Tell that to the people.” Geoff paused and then fixed Simon with a serious gaze. “No…I’m serious. Tell that to the people.”
 
   “Why should they need to be told?” Simon scoffed. “We are on the verge of becoming extinct. Those bloody zombies are a mindless army that will wipe us out if we don’t come together and shove them back. Fighting amongst ourselves is absolutely idiotic. Do these people really need me to tell them that?”
 
   “Yes.” Geoff gave a shrug of his shoulders. “You have to admit, this is certainly nothing that anybody could have ever imagined happening. Even the type of people who read those zombie comics and novels or watched it at the pictures…they did not believe this was something that would really happen. “
 
   Simon gave that statement a little consideration. He had seen a few of those movies. His mind flashed on 28 Days Later and he shivered. They had used soccer players as the infected. Damn good thing the zombies didn’t run or it would have been a short apocalypse.
 
   “Okay,” Simon finally shrugged, “gather everybody together. I will see what I can do, but I doubt it will help.”
 
   “So,” Geoff asked as the two men exited the townhouse and started up the road on what looked to be a bright and sunny day, “do you think we have a chance of getting through this?”
 
   “Alive?” Simon allowed himself to chuckle. “Maybe. Unscathed? Not a chance.”
 
   “Were you always this cheery?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah opened her eyes and had to keep them squinted because of the reflection of the morning sun off one of the bumpers of a nearby car. She yawned and stretched, actually surprised at how refreshed she felt. Grabbing her bag, she pulled out her final bottle of water. She could not recall having consumed so much, yet this was indeed the final bottle.
 
   After taking a few sips, she decided that she would simply have to believe that she could locate more before too long. After all, she reasoned as the last drops trickled down her throat, Garforth was just down the road. If she was careful, then surely she could slip in, break into a house, and find some water.
 
   Her mind was made up that she would not try to venture inside a market. Those would be too dangerous with all their blind corners. No, it was time to get moving and she would start by making a go at one of the small apartments that bordered this junkyard.
 
   After slipping into her pack, Shadiyah opened the door, grabbed the bag that she had liberated from that fool that had thrown it to her after admitting that he would have likely tried to jump her had she been a man. Why would somebody say something like that and then think there could be any degree of trust?
 
   Shadiyah’s foot touched the ground and a peculiar sound made its way to her ears with just enough warning for her to leap up and back into the cab. She looked down to see the head of what appeared to be some sort of Pit Bull as the dog emerged from under the truck. 
 
   At first, she believed that the dog was normal and that perhaps the odd noise it made could be attributed to an echo or something since it was coming out from under the vehicle. When its head swung around and up to her, she saw the eyes and she knew that this poor thing had somehow become one of the undead.
 
   “Dogs? Why dogs?” she whispered. “And how about that,” she added with a chuckle. “They can look up.”
 
   She puzzled over the dog for a moment, watching it as it made pathetic and feeble attempts to get up at her as she sat in the cab. She knew that the dog would have had no problems jumping up to her if it had been alive, yet, just as with humans, the zombie version of a dog appeared to have suffered a terrible lack of control in its coordination.
 
   What had her confounded for quite a while was the lack of any sort of evidence that the animal had been bitten. In fact, there was not a scratch on it. A thought hit her, and when she gave the dog’s muzzle a closer look, she believed that she understood how this poor creature had become infected. She recalled the corpse she had seen with all the peculiar bites out of it and its skull scattered about.
 
   That would add a new twist to things, she thought.
 
   That one observation sent a series of thoughts cascading through her mind. If animals could be infected, could this also be carried via mosquitoes like that West Nile Virus? Would it carry over to every animal, or just a few? 
 
   As much as it hurt her in her heart to do so, Shadiyah drew one of the small swords that she had grabbed at the museum. It had a thicker blade, and she would not be upset if she damaged her blade on the skull of the dog. Standing up on the step-up lip at the entrance to the cab of the truck, she lined up the point of her weapon with the top of the dog’s head and, after a deep breath to steady herself, she jumped, bringing the point of the sword down almost perfectly and plunging it into the top of the dog’s skull. She landed with enough force to actually pin the poor creature to the ground.
 
   Leaning back against the truck, Shadiyah felt the tears stinging her eyes. So far, she had killed a handful of humans and who knew how many zombies. None of them had had any effect on her soul. Somehow, to her, this was so different. Pulling her blade free, Shadiyah knelt over the creature, her tears splashing in the dirt near its head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   After a few minutes, she regained her composure and decided to take a better look around to see if there might be anything lying about that would be worth grabbing. The yard itself had a lot of things that could possibly be transformed into some rather nasty weaponry, but it would weigh her down far too much to be worth the trouble. Eventually, she decided to abandon searching the yard and decided to check out the apartments that bordered one side.
 
   When she went inside the first of the two flats, she was more than a little disappointed. The place looked like it had been recently vacated and just never cleaned up and prepared for new tenants. There was trash strewn about and the smell of mold and rotten food permeated the air. That was when she realized that she did not smell the telltale odor that announced the walking dead.
 
   She left the first flat and headed next door. Her confidence only increased when she discovered an unlocked front entry. While the place was a mess and showed signs of having been quickly abandoned, there seemed to be no zombies to worry about.
 
   She made her way to the kitchen and was greeted by the smell of food that had gone off several days ago. On the plus side, she also found cans of baked beans in an open cupboard along with a treasure trove of Super Noodles.
 
   “Mild Curry,” she groused when she realized that the treasure was of only a single currency. Still, she thought, beggars can’t be choosers. She scooped it all into her bag. 
 
   The only thing she was currently lacking now was water. She opened every cupboard and the pantry to reveal that the person was a fan of beer, but apparently chose to forgo water as a regular beverage. With a sigh, she exited the flat, refusing to allow herself even one of the many bottles of beer that she’d discovered. 
 
   As she walked along the road, Shadiyah found herself enjoying the sun on her face. She kept her eyes open for any signs of wandering zombies, but for a while, there was simply nothing to interrupt what was becoming a rather pleasant morning stroll.
 
   She came to an end of having both sides of the narrow road lined with trees to discover a rather expensive looking house on the left. The property was sealed off by a three foot high stone wall that was topped with wrought iron spikes that added just an extra bit of protection. Were it not for the Mercedes that had smashed into the iron gate at the head of the driveway, the whole thing would have been simply beautiful to look at.
 
   Stopping at the car, Shadiyah looked in at the figure that had its head resting on the steering wheel. Her arrival caused it to sit up and begin to claw at the driver’s side window. The gate still looked to be intact and so Shadiyah made a small bow to the undead occupant and hopped up onto the hood of the silver luxury car.
 
   After appraising the situation for a moment, she decided that it would be best if she were to just toss her things over and then climb. Since there did not seem to be any zombies around, other than the one making a little bit of a fuss inside the car, she even removed her belt and tossed over her scimitar. The last thing that she wanted was to get hung up by the strap and end up dangling from the fence until either a zombie found her or she died from thirst.
 
   It was not an easy task, but eventually she was over and standing on a slick driveway that reflected the heat of the sun back at her with a vengeance. She needed to find something here to drink.
 
   When she reached the front door, she was not surprised to discover that it was locked. People like this obviously had things worth taking and took steps to protect them unlike those flats she had just left behind. Ironically, it wasn’t much trouble to get in considering the fact that the top half of the entry door was a window.
 
   Wrapping her elbow in her jacket to give it some extra protection, she gave the glass a sharp smack. The sound of breaking glass was so loud that it actually frightened her at first. Drawing her weapon, she looked everywhere at once, fully expecting either a bunch of zombies or the police to arrive and put a nasty cramp in her day.
 
   She stood at the door long enough for the sweat to bead up on the back of her neck and trickle down between her shoulder blades. At last, she reached inside and turned the knob. Opening the door, she once again froze after stepping on the broken glass,
 
   “Everything seems so bloody loud,” she whispered, not surprised that even her own whispers sounded thunderous.
 
   Creeping down the entry hall, she was happy that this place had an abundance of windows. It made seeing marginally easier, although there were still plenty of shadows to contend with once she arrived where the kitchen was set off from the living room. Unfortunately, the stink of rotten food was mixing with the smell of death and the stench of undeath as she drew nearer.
 
   There was a small island counter blocking her view, and Shadiyah could not see any way to get to the much desired cupboards and pantry without wading in. Finally, she took a step towards the corner, her scimitar thrust out in front of her.
 
   Just before she was able to see, she could hear the sounds of ripping and juicy slurping. Peeking around, what she saw froze her in her tracks for a few seconds. The worst part of that was that her eyes would not look away from what lay on the floor between the oven and that island counter.
 
   The child could not be any older than seven or eight. He was kneeling over a young girl in her teens, a look of terror and pain still etched on her dead face with its glassy eyes staring up at oblivion. There were a few bites on her arms, and one of her fingers was missing on the left hand. However, it was the fact that this little boy was reaching into a horrendous rip in the young girl’s belly that was so revolting.
 
   Shadiyah took another step forward and her foot struck a small kitchen knife and sent it spinning lazily across the floor where it came to a sudden stop when it connected with the folded under leg of the little boy. It turned its head her direction and seemed to consider her for a few seconds. Then, in a reaction that stunned Shadiyah, it hunched back down over the corpse it was still feeding on and resumed its grisly meal.
 
   “You are a nasty little boy,” Shadiyah breathed.
 
   She raised her scimitar and then stopped when the boy pulled away and the girl started to move. She was fascinated. It was as if the zombie had suddenly and completely lost interest in what it was eating. At least now she knew that they did not feed on each other; not that the thought had ever occurred, but she now had proof. 
 
   The boy started to stir, but he was not coming for her! Instead, the boy made his way to his feet allowing Shadiyah to see fully the nasty rip on his throat that had obviously been his end. He began to actually back away from her. She was torn, part of her simply wanted to let the boy go if that was his desire. She was about to when the girl rolled over, some of her insides spilling onto the floor as she did so. This one was acting just like any other zombie, to whit, it was obviously coming for her. With one swift stroke, the girl’s head was split almost perfectly down the part and in line with her hair which had been pulled out in braids on each side of her head.
 
   That action apparently did not sit well with the boy. Like somebody had flicked a switch, the boy came for her, arms out and hands reaching. With one swift jab, she drove her blade through the left eye of the young lad and put him at rest beside what Shadiyah guessed might have been his sister.
 
   She had to move the bodies just a bit to get at the large refrigerator with stainless steel french doors. She took a deep breath and held it as she opened. It was empty of most anything useful, and the stench was such that she did not care to try and pick through for anything she could actually use. She wondered how much longer it would be before hunger changed her opinion on that matter.
 
   Closing the doors, she moved to the pantry. It was a large walk-in type with shelves lined and neatly organized. She felt a tingle in her stomach and wondered if this is what a person felt at a casino when they hit a jackpot. She used her booted foot to push aside an entire case of bottled water as she rummaged about.
 
   As she opened this jar and that, sampling olives, pickles, and all sorts of tasty treats, she began to consider the possibility that this place might become hers. From what she had seen, it had a good wall out front. If the back of the property was as secure, there might be no reason for her to leave.
 
   You need to tell Simon about his sister, a voice called from some distant part of her mind.
 
   After she had eaten enough to actually make her feel a bit overfull, she exited the pantry. She told herself that she would need to dispose of the bodies right away, but first, she would do a walkabout. There was a second floor, and then there was the rear of the property.
 
   She went up the stairs, her weapon ready for anything. Each step brought her a bit closer to relaxing as the smell from downstairs began to fade. She went to one of the open rooms and felt a renewed sense of sorrow. It was probably the little boy’s room. The wall was adorned with posters of rugby players and the bedspread was dark blue with a smiling robot face grinning up at the ceiling.
 
   She crossed to the window, moving a few toy cars out of the way as well as a pair of cleats caked with dried mud. When she pulled the curtains open, she could not help but let out a little scream.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10
 
    
 
   Settling In
 
    
 
   “They brought this down on us!” a voice yelled from the midst of the increasingly unruly mob.
 
   “No!” Simon bellowed. “This did not start in your little village. You saw the news. It is everywhere. Japan went dark in a matter of hours with almost no warning. China followed and all of Asia. India did not last a week past that, and the Americans fared little better despite the bloody bastards all having guns hanging in the rear window of their pickup trucks.”
 
   There was a noticeable lessening in the grumbles and angry whistles and catcalls from the people gathered in the school auditorium. Simon glanced over at Geoff who gave a slightly perceptible nod. Mrs. Raye was beside him and boosted his confidence with a thumbs-up.
 
   “What we need to do now is come together and do all we can to survive. The big cities are gone. Leeds, Birmingham, Liverpool…even London has fallen to this. There are now thousands of those things…the walking dead…wandering about, and if we waste our energy fighting each other, we will be joining those ranks before too long. And I can tell you from experience, the zombies are only part of the problem.” 
 
   Simon scanned the crowd and spotted Cedric in their midst. The man was standing with the group of hunters he went out with now on a regular basis. The man indicated that he wanted to actually join Simon up on the stage. Despite his deep-seated resentment towards the man, he gave a nod and waved for Cedric to come up and join him.
 
   “Hey, most of you don’t know me,” the former detective said by way of introduction, “but I was in Leeds during those final days. Some of the things that I saw committed by one man against another would likely sicken many of you. Believe me when I say that there will be trials ahead. Just recently we have come across what can only be described as ritualistic killings.
 
   “Our hunting group has been ranging west towards the outskirts of Garforth as we have switched roles and are now seeking potential supply resources. Just yesterday, we encountered something that was more than a little disturbing.” Cedric paused and glanced over at Simon. 
 
   There was something in his expression that almost seemed as if the man was asking for permission to continue. Simon gave a shrug and then a nod for the man to go ahead.
 
   “Some of you may or may not be aware of what might be a military detachment in the area.” This statement received an immediate tremor of response in the crowd, and then a series of shushing noises as the interest level in this topic was obviously high. “We have reason to believe that there is indeed a rogue detachment of the British Army in the area committing heinous acts against small groups of survivors. While they would certainly have us in a bind when it comes to armament, I believe that we would be able to withstand an attack as long as we are united.”
 
   Mrs. Raye stepped away from Geoff and made her way up to what was now becoming a crowded little stage. That absolutely silenced the gathering, and Simon saw a few confused faces staring up now as the older woman stepped to the front of the stage and stood for a moment with her hands clasped in front of her like a school marm waiting for her class to come to order.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, none of you know me. I am a stranger to these parts, but I want to assure you that my little group did see a Foxhound just north of Garforth. We also spotted at least five individuals hanging from a makeshift gallows. While there could be any number of reasons for what we witnessed, there was something rather unsettling about the scene that led not only me, but your newly assigned constable to feel a sense of unease. I have no idea what quarrel you may think you have with the other residents of this little town, but we are at a distinct advantage if we band together.
 
   “I have been out there in what is fast becoming a wasteland of death, and I can tell you that most survivors are in singles or very small groups. Our numbers may be the key to survival, and the more we have, the better it will be in the end.” 
 
   Mrs. Raye stepped over to the edge of the stage by where Geoff stood and accepted his hand to help her down. Simon started and moved to the front of the stage again after glancing at Cedric who apparently had nothing else to say.
 
   “I say we arrange for a meeting and bring the people down in New Mick up here and into the fold. There won’t be any wind turbine towers now, so that should no longer be an issue. Let bygones be bygones and move forward. We have a trench to dig, farms that need planting, and a hundred things that we have not even begun to consider that require our full attention.” Simon saw heads starting to nod. “So, I need four people to join me in heading down to speak with the people down in New Micklefield and try to convince them to join us.”
 
   There was a moment’s pause, and then a few dozen arms shot up in the air. Right or wrong, Simon decided to choose a few familiar faces. He pointed out Nelson Wilbanks, Melena Duff, Dawn Spengler, and Kas Asan. 
 
   “Everybody get your gear and meet me back here at the school in an hour,” Simon said after the crowd had dispersed.
 
   “I think we need to talk before we head down there,” Melena spoke after receiving nods from the others that Simon had selected.
 
   “What about?” Simon did not like the looks he was seeing on the faces staring back at him.
 
   “Word is that some of the folks down in New Mick are trying to protect loved ones that have been turned,” Nelson growled. “They refuse to accept that those things are the dead come back. They insist that it is just some sort of sickness and that there has to be a way to get them back to normal.”
 
   “This just keeps getting better,” Simon groaned.
 
   Less than an hour later, everybody was gathered in front of the school. Mrs. Raye and Cedric were present as well, along with Geoff and a few of the citizens that apparently made up the village council. Simon had his mace and also managed to acquire a pretty nice machete from Melena that was unexpectedly heavy.
 
   “The walk there and back should not take long,” Geoff said once everybody had gathered around. “If you have not returned by sunset, we will assume there is a serious problem, and I can assure you that there will be a contingent of us coming to see what has gone wrong.”
 
   That little reassurance was rather comforting to Simon. While he did not actually expect some sort of attack on him and the others, it was good to know that there was help on the way if something did go awry.
 
   After a few handshakes, hugs, and slaps on the back, Simon and his four companions were heading south on the Great North Road. It ran in a lazy S-shaped set of curves which kept the visibility somewhat limited. They passed a series of barrel halves that had been converted to planters leading up to a roadside bench. Simon had to wonder how often people actually availed themselves to coming out here and simply taking a seat beside the road for no other reason than to watch life and time creep slowly past.
 
   The road began a gradual ascent and it was not long before Nelson could be heard breathing a bit harder than normal. This earned a few jabs and giggles from Dawn, but Nelson refused to be baited, and the girl quickly lost interest in the teasing, falling in beside Melena who was busy trying to look every direction at once. 
 
   Up ahead, they could see the first turn-in for a residence. Just beyond was a handmade barricade of posts and what looked like the bannister to a flight of stairs. Anchoring the scene were a pair of metal fifty gallon drums with the waning tendrils of smoke that indicated fires had burned in them recently. 
 
   Just past the second turn-in were a pair of people hunched in close in some sort of conversation that looked to be somewhat serious as one of them kept throwing their arms up in the air and shaking his or her head emphatically. The second person eventually grabbed the other by the arms and barked something with enough force for the words. “AS I SAID!” to be heard by Simon and his group.
 
   Simon raised his hand for the group to halt. Whatever the pair were conversing about, it was intense enough so that they did not seem to realize that they had gained an audience. The two supposed sentries continued on for several seconds until at last Nelson cleared his throat in an exaggerated manner which caused the two men (as it was revealed when they both jump and spun to face the intruders) to start and begin fumbling for their weapons. One of them had what looked like a rather unwieldy axe; while it certainly looked impressive at first glance, Simon guessed that it would be effective for one swing at best. The other had a more conventional weapon in the form of a simple field machete.
 
   “What’s the meaning of sneaking up on people like that?” the man with the axe bellowed.
 
   This individual was rotund and looked as if he might be more comfortable behind a bank teller’s window than out in the open with layers of heavy clothing that made him sweat in great rivulets that ran down his plump face. His dark, beady eyes were wide, but Simon knew the difference between fear and ferocity; and this person, while trying to sound belligerent, was obviously more afraid than anything else.
 
   The second man had a much cooler demeanor and was giving every member of Simon’s group a good look as if he might be trying to determine who would be the biggest threat when things got ugly. He was rather plain looking in most regards, except for his hair being dyed a dazzling shade of cerulean blue.
 
   “My name is Simon Wood. I have come to talk to your people on behalf of the other citizens of Micklefield.” Simon wanted to set the tone by refusing to acknowledge the New Micklefield/Old Micklefield division.
 
   “You that bloke who let our Charlie go free?” the blue-haired man spoke up, putting his weapon in a leather sheath that he wore on a studded harness that looked like it had been stolen from some bondage fanatic’s bedroom.
 
   “If Charlie is the man caught trying to steal from the food stores at the school, then yes, I am the one who let him go free.”
 
   The man with blue hair smiled big, displaying an almost comically bad set of teeth. “Charlie is my brother. My name is Linus Goodkind.”
 
   “Charlie and Linus?” Nelson muttered under his breath. “Do they have sisters named Lucy or Sally…or perhaps a beagle named Snoopy?”
 
   Simon ignored the remark and started to close the distance and meet the now exuberant Linus Goodkind halfway. The man was perhaps in his early twenties, and his face still showed a losing battle with acne. He had blue eyes and fair skin that hinted at Danish blood. In addition, he was a bit broader in the shoulders now that Simon saw the man close up.
 
   “Thank you so much for not letting those Old Mick buggers kill my Charlie. He was just trying to take care of his family.” Linus ignored his companion who was clearly not happy about this exchange taking place.
 
   “Yes, well that is fine, but I am here on very urgent business,” Simon said, having to work to free his hand from the pumping it was still suffering at the hands of the exuberant Linus.
 
   “If it is business on behalf of those Old Micks, you can forget it,” the rotund man huffed as he waddled up to be a part of the conversation. “We won’t be having any dealings with them after what has been done.”
 
   “Really?” Simon turned his attention to the man and gave him his coldest glare. “So you are all prepared and ready for this zombie apocalypse then? No need to band together with your fellow man and all that. So I take it you are not only fully prepared to deal with the zombies, but also to take on the rogue army unit that is prowling these parts.”
 
   “See, Rawlings, I keep tellin’ ya that thems is zombies, but you lot keep insisting they have some sort of Egyptian Flu,” Linus exclaimed, pointing at the round man who was now turning a bit pink in the face.
 
   “You heathens can spout on about this being some fantastic bit of fiction—” Rawlings bellowed, but Simon cut him off.
 
   “Stop being such idiots. You can’t deny what has been seen not only most likely by your own eyes, but also shown on the BBC and all over the bloody internet before it crashed and burned or overloaded, or whatever it is that internets do when several billion people all try to use it at once.” He put his hands up to keep Nelson from advancing on the man and then continued. “Saying something is not so does not negate the situation.” 
 
   “And by that logic, speaking it does not simply will it into existence,” Rawlings retorted. “Now, you have our thanks for sending poor Charlie home, but that is where our gratitude and hospitality end, I’m afraid.”
 
   With that, the man spun on his heel and began to stomp away. Linus seemed confused and uncertain, looking first at the back of his companion who was making haste obviously to alert the rest of the residents, and then back at Simon and the others. He switched from one foot to the other and it became apparent to Simon that perhaps the man was a bit dim. Still, he had to do what he could.
 
   “Listen, Linus,” Simon whispered, taking the man by the wrist to gain his full attention. “I want you to go back with your friend.”
 
   “Rawlings ain’t my friend. Until all this sickness, he weren’t nobody’s friend. People used to ignore him more than they did an Old Mick. Begging the ladies’ pardon.” He knuckled his forehead and bowed quick to Dawn and Melena who smiled and nodded in return. 
 
   “Can you do me a favor, Linus?” Simon asked. He decided that little chance was better than none. When the man nodded rapidly, he continued. “You tell anybody who will listen that they can come up the road and join us. We are doing everything we can to build defenses against the zombies and any who are willing to help will be welcomed with no problems.”
 
   “Even me and Charlie?” Linus asked, ignoring the bellowing summons that Rawlings was issuing over his shoulder as he disappeared over the small rise and bend in the road.
 
   “Even you and Charlie,” Simon nodded.
 
   “What about Charlie’s wife and little girl?” 
 
   “Them too.”
 
   That seemed to satisfy the man and he gave everybody a nod and a furious handshake before turning around and running after the cantankerous Rawlings. Simon turned back to the others and saw curious expressions regarding him.
 
   “So that’s it?” Melena asked skeptically.
 
   “Would you have us march into town and announce it as an edict or perhaps nail it to a post?” Simon said with a shrug.
 
   They were just turning to head back home when a group of twenty or so zombies emerged from the trees and brush that lined the road. The undead were in the perfect location to keep them from simply being able to run away, leaving Simon and his people no choice other than to take them down in order to pass and return home. The sounds of weapons being drawn came in a rush and Simon chose his target as he approached with his mace at the ready. 
 
   Just as he swung, he heard a voice holler, “Don’t you dare kill all those people!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The horse reared up at the sudden sound and the figure on its back went flying. Shadiyah watched the person land flat on their back as the large bay stallion galloped away. She quickly let the curtains drop and rushed through the house to the back door and out to a large rock deck. A huge pool was off to the left and a massive brick wall sat just across the deck with a huge built in barbecue grilling station.
 
   She had no time to admire all the luxuries though as she ran for the fence, scaled it, and leapt into the open field where the horse had finally stopped running and was now apparently content to stand in the shade offered in the far northwestern corner. The person that had been flung from its back was lying motionless exactly where Shadiyah had seen the individual fall. She approached with caution, and was actually relieved to hear the person moaning as she drew nearer.
 
   She was still several steps away, but already she was relaxing since she could tell by the form of the body that this individual was a female—the tight fitting riding apparel showed a proper abundance of curves. Her riding hat had come off and lay a few feet away allowing Shadiyah to see the long, dark hair that fanned out around the woman’s head. 
 
   Reaching the white, split-rail fence, Shadiyah climbed up on top and then took one more look around. She saw nothing to cause her any concerns; the horse was staying put; it looked like a normal horse, and showed no signs of being a zombie. Still keeping one eye on the horse since it was a bit too far away to actually get a clear look at its eyes, Shadiyah tentatively made her way to the ground.
 
   As she approached to within just a few feet, a soft moan from the figure on the ground made Shadiyah freeze. She had been so concerned about the horse being a possible zombie that it had never occurred to her that the rider might be one. Drawing her scimitar, she took another step, paused…and then took one more. Leaning forward just enough to allow her to reach over and poke the woman who was currently lying face down on the ground.
 
   “Ouch!” a muffled voice complained.
 
   Shadiyah stepped back, startled at first, but then quickly sheathing her weapon and moving to help. After all, she thought, zombies don’t say “ouch!”
 
   “Are you okay?” Shadiyah whispered as she helped ease the stranger over and onto her back.
 
   “Other than being thrown off the horse?” the woman managed, her voice tight from the pain. “I’m just great. Was that you who screamed?”
 
   “Sorry about that. I just got so excited, I don’t think I knew how to react. That scream surprised me just as much as it did you,” Shadiyah admitted with a blush tingeing her cheeks and making her ears feel just a bit warm.
 
   “Yeah? Well I am pretty sure only one of us fell off a horse,” the woman groaned as she sat up. “And what were you doing in the house?” Now the woman eyed her with suspicion and just a bit of apprehension.
 
   “Searching for water, food, that sort of thing,” Shadiyah admitted.
 
   “Then you are either very brave…or very stupid.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “For one, that creepy boy is in there. For another, I heard the screams finally stop which means his stupid big sister finally joined him in becoming one of those beasts.”
 
   Shadiyah considered things for a moment before responding. “You didn’t live here either, did you?”
 
   “No, I worked across the street at the Peddipaws Pet Hotel,” the woman said as she began to pat herself down and check for injuries. “My name is Caron Hirst by the way. Yours?”
 
   “Shadiyah Kasim.”
 
   “Well, I would say I am pleased to meet you, but I am still deciding if I will hold a grudge for you getting me thrown off of Buttercup.”
 
   “You seem to know a great deal about things around here,” Shadiyah observed as the woman stood up.
 
   Caron Hirst was surprisingly tall and slender for being so voluptuous. Her long hair was a lovely brunette color that almost looked black in the sun with just enough curl to make it wavy. Her brown eyes were the color of dark chocolate and squinted so that it crinkled her slightly upturned nose in such a way that she looked to be considering some sort of private joke.
 
   “Like I said, I worked across the street. I’ve had the pleasure of working with the horses that the Bitt family owned for the past few years. Unfortunately, that meant having to deal with the Bitt brats as we called them.” Caron turned and spotted the horse still standing in the shade in the corner of the large field. “Hey, girl, did that scare you?” 
 
   The woman started across the field. Shadiyah followed a few steps behind, her eyes still scanning everywhere at once as if she expected zombies to appear any moment.
 
   “So, can I ask why you were riding the horse?” Shadiyah spoke up as they neared the big, beautiful creature.
 
   “Actually, I was going to free her and the others, but I just always loved Buttercup so much and couldn’t resist.” The woman turned to face Shadiyah with a sheepish look on her face. “A bit daft, isn’t it? I mean, here we are…end of the world and all that going on, and I go horseback riding.”
 
   “Does seem like an odd time,” Shadiyah agreed.
 
   “Yeah, well…” the woman reached up and patted the big bay on the neck and sighed, “not much left to do with the time I have remaining.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   Caron turned and knelt, giving her pants leg a tug. She revealed a bandage on her calf that was showing just a hint of blood starting to leak through.
 
   “The boy? He got me when I was inside checking to see if any of the Bitts were still alive.” A tear leaked from the corner of Caron’s eye and trickled down her left cheek, hanging at her jawline for a second before giving over to gravity and falling to the dusty ground with a silent plop, leaving a small, dark stain to mark its presence. “I came when I heard a scream. I guess little Gerald had his sister Nancy trapped in the bathroom. I came in through the back door and followed the screams. When I reached the hall, I could see the little boy standing outside the bathroom door, clawing and scratching at it. I yelled at Gerald, but it was so strange…he looked at me, but he went right back to scratching at the bathroom door. I yelled for Nancy to try and push past him but she just kept carrying on. 
 
   “I finally started down the hall. That boy did not seem to care or even notice. I guess I can only blame myself. When I reached the door, I gave the little bugger a shove and grabbed the door knob to open it.” Caron paused and looked at Shadiyah with a curious expression for a few moments before her shoulders slumped and she continued. “That girl came barging out and collided with me. We both went to the floor and that is when the boy turned into just another zombie. It actually made me wonder if I’d just been imagining that he was different up to that point.”
 
   Shadiyah only interrupted her long enough to tell her that she’d seen odd behavior from the child versions as well. Caron nodded, but it did not seem to ease her mind any.
 
   “I got untangled from Nancy just as Gerald fell on us. He grabbed my leg and latched on, but I kicked him away. Not soon enough, right? The next thing I know, he was on top of his sister. He had her hand in his mouth and just chomped off one of her fingers like it was nobody’s business. I had gotten to my feet by then and reached for her, but she kept ignoring me…trying to talk to that horrid little creature like it was still her brother.”
 
   There was a long silence. Shadiyah began to think the woman was done with her story.
 
   “Then I ran,” Caron whispered. “I turned around and took off through the house. Somehow, I found myself out in the stables. I climbed up into the loft and that is where I fell asleep. I woke up to the sounds of the horses and climbed down. The poor things were so hungry. I have no idea when they were last fed or even given fresh water, but I’d been hired in the past when the family went on holiday, so I knew where everything was and took care of them. I’d all but forgotten about that little nip on my leg until it began to burn.”
 
   “Pardon if I say, but I don’t see anything in your eyes yet. All the reports say that is one of the first signs of infection,” Shadiyah offered, trying to sound hopeful.
 
   “I heard something about how it can take up to seventy-two hours,” Caron said with a shrug. 
 
   “So what made you decide to ride one of the horses?”
 
   “Buttercup has always been my favorite. Any time that the Bitts hired out to have their horses watched, they always made sure to specify that none of them were to be ridden under any circumstances. Nancy rode in competition and I guess they were afraid that nobody but that stupid girl knew how to ride. Since Mr. Bitts is out front in his shiny car and unlikely to ever escape it, and now that both the Bitt brats are no longer around, I did not think that it would hurt.”
 
   “That was probably a good bet until you fell off,” Shadiyah snickered.
 
   Caron looked at her for a moment, and then she joined in. The two women turned their attention to the large horse that seemed more than happy to accept all the praise and strokes of its long neck. For several minutes, the two stood in the shade with the animal and gave it the kindness it had been craving after being locked away in its stable for so long.
 
   At last, Caron turned to Shadiyah and asked, “Do you know how to ride?”
 
   “I’ve never been on a horse.”
 
   “Then let my last actions on this earth be teaching you the wonders and joys of riding.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon spun to face the owner of the voice and had to recover fast and swat away the undead hands that tried to grip him. Standing in a small opening between some trees was a tall woman. She was wreathed in shadows, and that made it impossible for him to see any sort of details. 
 
   Once again, the zombie he’d been about to destroy reached out and grabbed for him. Its cold, dead fingers slid across his cheek and that was enough to snap him back to the situation at hand. He lashed out, the mace slamming into the skull of the zombie and caving in the side of the face of a man who might have been in his late fifties or early sixties. A spray of black blood and even a few teeth went flying and the body fell with a lifeless ‘thwap’ as it hit the asphalt.
 
   “STOP!” the woman implored.
 
   Melena stepped in beside Simon and drove the blade of her knife into the side of the head of another zombie that was moving in behind the distracted Simon.
 
   “Kill now, deal with that later,” Nelson huffed as he brought around a sturdy pole with a spike at either end up and under the chin of a zombified woman that had a nasty rip on her face and an arm that had been broken at some point and appeared to have a second joint a few inches below the elbow.
 
   A shriek caused Simon’s head to turn sharply. He spun just in time to see Dawn fall backwards with a zombie on top of her. She had tripped over a severed arm; by the looks of it, the arm belonged to a zombie that Kas was fending off. It was massive, dressed in biker’s leathers and, unfortunately for Kas, wearing a helmet. Kas was in no position to help as he was busy at the moment trying to free his own blade from where it had gotten buried in the neck of the biker zombie and apparently hung up on bone or something.
 
   Leaping over the body of the corpse he had just dispatched, Simon arrived just as Dawn thrust her small blade up and through the eye socket of her attacker. He had just enough time to grab the body by the shoulder and yank it off the downed woman when the next zombie was on him.
 
   He kicked it away and then brought the mace down in an overhead swing that crushed the top of the zombie’s head and sent a tingle up his arms. Something collided with his back and he spun to see that Melena was backing up as she jerked her odd farming tool free from where it had wedged deep in the shoulder of her most recent target.
 
   “You need to hit them in the head,” Simon grunted as he kicked out at another zombie before bringing his mace across and catching it on the temple.
 
   “Thanks for the tip,” Melena said as she yanked her weapon free and used the butt of the handle to sweep the feet out from under the recently cleaved teenaged girl and then finish it with an arcing chop that shattered its skull as much as chopped it.
 
   “You two wanna quit playing around?” Nelson heaved as he grabbed a pair of zombies by the shoulders and slammed them together, spiking each in the face before they could regain their feet.
 
   “Please!” the woman pleaded from the shadows.
 
   “If that’s a raktachuShak, I’m gonna be very upset,” Kas hissed as he shot a furtive glance over his shoulder at the woman. He had taken down the biker zombie and was moving to help Dawn with a trio of undead teens.
 
   “A what?” Simon stepped away from his latest kill to discover that they there were no more remaining zombies except those being finished off by his companions.
 
   “How would you think I am a vampire!” the woman in the shadows snapped. At last stepping out onto the road where she was giving the carnage a sorrowful look. “I should box your ears, you great idiot.”
 
   “Yeah,” Nelson chimed, “we already have zombies. Why would you want to make things worse by invoking vampires?”
 
   “I think the bigger question is why you would want us not to take these things down.” Simon reached out a hand to help Dawn over a cluster of corpses. 
 
   “I just needed one,” the woman sighed. 
 
   “What are you doing down here, sister?” Kas snapped.
 
   “Sister?” Simon scratched his head in confusion.
 
   “Mr. Wood, meet my sister, Wamil Asan,” Kas grumbled.
 
   “That is Doctor Wamil Asan,” the woman huffed.
 
   “You’re a doctor?” Simon said, instantly regretting how it had come out of his mouth.
 
   “Yes, do you not believe that to be possible?” Doctor Asan arched an eyebrow as she knelt beside one of the corpses and produced a pen so that she could poke and prod at some of the viscera that seeped from a small rip in the belly.
 
   “No, it wasn’t that at all,” Simon stammered. “You just look so young.”
 
   “Great,” Kas groaned. “Here we go.”
 
   “Actually,” the woman looked up at Simon with her large brown eyes and let her lashes bat slowly twice before she continued, “I was the youngest of my class. In fact, I am the youngest to complete my degree since Iqbal Al Assaad. I finished school just a week shy of my twenty-first birthday.”
 
   “Now that is what I call girl power,” Melena said as she shook the bits of zombie free from her weapon.
 
   “You still haven’t told me why you were pitching such a fuss about…did you say you needed a zombie?” Simon was taken aback.
 
   “To study,” Doctor Asan said as she stood, giving a scornful look at the useless creature at her feet.
 
   As she wandered amongst the bodies scattered all over the ground, Simon continued to observe her. She was a beauty, of that there could be no denying. She had skin the color of cappuccino and hair that was so black as to almost be blue in the light of the sun. She was tall, slender, and with a sway to her walk even as she roamed a scene as horrific as the one they were currently standing in.
 
   “You keep staring like that, and your eyes are gonna pop out of your head,” Nelson whispered in Simon’s ear with his gruff voice, causing Simon to jump.
 
   “That wouldn’t be the only thing to pop out,” Dawn and Melena said almost in perfect unison. The two women had to work hard to stifle their giggles, but neither seemed to give it much effort and were soon making exaggerated wipes at their eyes as Simon turned a shade of red that verged on purple.
 
   Kas shot them all a dirty look as he tromped after his sister. He even shot what might have been a warning glare at Simon as he made his way past the group. “You are supposed to be back at the house. We can’t risk having our only doctor running around,” he insisted. 
 
   “Yes, well I have been asking for you or one of the groups of hunters to bring me back a specimen for the past two weeks.”
 
   “Not as easy as you make it sound,” Nelson spoke up, stepping in between the brother and sister. “These things don’t just fall in and march merrily home when you ask them.”
 
   “Mr. Wilbanks,” Doctor Asan spun on the man and fixed him with a stern look, “I am fully aware, and that is why I came out here on my own. I was tracking this group,” she waved her arms to indicate all the dead zombies on the road, “and was moving in on a straggler when you butchered the whole lot of them.”
 
   “And how were you planning on getting one back home?” Melena snorted.
 
   The doctor produced a leather mask with a metal plate where the mouth should be as well as a long coil of leather that looked to be some sort of leash. “I had a plan.”
 
   “A bad one,” Kas muttered.
 
   Simon opened his mouth to say something when there was a sudden explosion down the road towards the direction of what would be the heart of the New Micklefield part of the village. A pillar of black smoke and flames roiled skyward. A moment later, the shouts and screams of people in fear and pain could be heard.
 
   “What the—” Simon opened his mouth, but the rest of his question was cut off by the foreign sound of automatic weapons being fired in short bursts.
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   Staring Over the Edge
 
    
 
   “Just relax,” Caron called. “They can sense your feelings and will take complete advantage.”
 
   “Maybe this is not such a great idea,” Shadiyah hollered back as the horse gave just a little bit of a buck as she tried to squeeze the animal with her knees as Caron had instructed. “Besides, we have more of those wretched creatures gathered on the other side of the fence.”
 
   Shadiyah had a perfect vantage point to be able to see over the fence that ran along the rear of the property and cordoned off the open riding area from rest of the world. Tall trees ran the length, and beyond that were some train tracks running east and west and then more trees before another expensive home and large farm. There were only a few feet of space between the trees and the fence, but it was enough room for a few hundred of the undead to gather if they were not diligent in taking them down. 
 
   At first, the two young women had considered just leaving them be and seeing if they would wander off on their own, but by the third day when the numbers had increased to well over a hundred, a section of the fence made a terrible crack and they both rushed over, climbed up, and began to hack and spike the zombies that had gathered.
 
   And that was the other thing that they both kept track of, but neither dared speak. Caron still showed no sign of being infected. Her eyes were still clear with none of the dark tracers. The wound was actually healing and had even reached the point where it began to itch.
 
   Caron reached out as Shadiyah and the devious Buttercup trotted up. She grabbed the reins and it was as if a switch flipped in the powerful equine demon. 
 
   Eyeing the horse with absolute mistrust, Shadiyah started to climb down. Just as she swung her left leg over and was about to get clear, the horse took a sideways step that sent her falling hard on her rear end.
 
   “You did that on purpose,” she snarled up at the creature that regarded her with its large brown eyes that did a marvelous job of feigning absolute innocence.
 
   Climbing to her feet and dusting herself off, she accepted Caron’s hand, grateful for the help. Together, the women walked over to the tall fence and climbed up.
 
   “This group gathered quickly,” Caron observed as she stabbed down with her pitchfork, driving two of the tines into the head of the closest zombie.
 
   “Yeah, and look at those poor buggers,” Shadiyah grunted as she jabbed with her scimitar with one hand while pointing to their left with the other. “Nasty burns on them. I bet that lot is from the city.”
 
   “The cloud seemed to be getting worse for a while,” Caron said as she paused to look to the west in the direction of Leeds. The horizon was washed out with a sheet of solid smoke that looked much denser than any old-time London fog. “But I think it has begun to dissipate.”
 
   “I am just happy the wind has been to the west these past few days.” Shadiyah kicked a zombie in the head to knock it back from where it was about to try and grab hold of her leg. “An east wind would have sent us on the run for sure.”
 
   For the next several minutes, the two took down one zombie after another. Shadiyah was marveling at how it had almost become normal. The last zombie for Shadiyah was a young girl in her late teens. As she stabbed it in the face with her scimitar, she was reminded of Simon. More specifically, she remembered his sister Miranda. The man had done proper by her; leaving her with her sword as well as a note that said where he and the others were headed. She had set out with the idea that she would let the man know she had taken care of his sister so that Miranda would not walk about as one of those horrid creatures.
 
   At first, she had thought him a coward for not dealing with Miranda on his own. Yet, she had started to think that perhaps that same good heart that had done right by her had a lot to do with why he had not been able to take down his little sister. Also, as the days passed and Caron continued to show no signs of changing, she believed that just maybe every bite was not necessarily fatal. She had seen the blood on Miranda’s mouth and knew who the likely victim had to be. Simon had not shown signs of infection that she had been able to discern. His eyes had been clear…sad, but clear.
 
   She climbed down from the fence and wiped off her blade; she was so lost in thought that it took Caron calling her name three times before she snapped out of her haze. Her head snapped up and she saw Caron’s expression change instantly.
 
   “Are you okay?” the woman asked as she approached, setting down her pitchfork. 
 
   The woman held out her arms and Shadiyah fell into them. She started to cry. What made it worse was the fact that her mind could not lock on to any one single reason. It felt as if all the events of the past few weeks were landing on her heart with tremendous force in this single instant. Her crying grew more intense until she was sobbing in great hitching sounds that echoed in her ears. Through it all, Caron simply held her, stroking her hair and staying silent. Shadiyah was thankful that the woman was not whispering something insane like “things will be alright.” 
 
   Things would never be alright ever again. The world was done, and in the process, she had become something broken. Those crevices in her soul were closing up, but the scars were permanent, and they had changed her. 
 
   “I have to go,” Shadiyah finally managed through the tears.
 
   “Go where?” Caron stepped back and held Shadiyah at arms’ length.
 
   “I need to go to Micklefield. If nothing else, I must tell Simon about his sister. After that, I can come back.”
 
   “Do you really think you are going without me, you silly cow?”
 
   Shadiyah wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffed. She felt a complete mess…she felt detached from the world; but in this moment, there was a fragile tether that held her fast to her own humanity.
 
   The two returned to the house after Buttercup had been brushed and stripped of all her gear. It was quickly decided that they would travel on foot. 
 
   “Maybe someday you will make life easier on us by being able to ride,” Caron quipped over Buttercup’s back during the brushing.
 
   Shadiyah regarded the animal that seemed to be looking at her with the equine equivalent of contempt. She leaned over to the animal’s perked up ear and whispered, “If nothing else, you will keep me fed through the winter, you four-legged demon.”
 
   Buttercup snorted.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon moved along the walls that ran the length of each house that bordered the Great North Road. Some were simple rock walls, others hedges, but they were high enough to provide him with adequate cover. He could hear the others behind him and he felt a series of mixed emotions.
 
   When the gunfire had erupted, only he and Melena had wanted to investigate the source. The others, led by Nelson who did all the talking in those brief seconds, wanted to return home and let everybody know.
 
   “I would bet they can hear all this just fine,” Simon had retorted. “They will be wanting an idea of what is happening, and I intend to give it. If we don’t know what we might be facing, we will fare much worse.”
 
   That had been all Simon cared to say on the matter. Standing around discussing it might lead to him losing his nerve, and so he took off at a jog. He reached the junction where the train tracks passed overhead and stopped so suddenly that he was knocked forward when Melena collided with his back. 
 
   He held up his hands for everybody to halt as soon as he regained himself. He swore that he’d heard voices from up on the tracks. Turning to the others, he pointed to the high wall on their left that separated a series of two-story flats. 
 
   “Wait over there. I want to go see what’s up on the tracks,” he whispered.
 
   “You aren’t going alone,” Dawn insisted. 
 
   Nods from the others let him know that it would be wasted time if he tried to debate the situation. Since she was closest, he waved for Melena to join him, and they both hopped up on the waist high wall that bordered the brush and tree-covered slope that led up to the tracks.
 
   He made his way through the brush as silently as possible. As they reached just below the top of the rather steep slope, he began to make out the voices and what they were saying.
 
   “…not much in the way of supplies. If we have to go door-to-door, it will be a big waste of time,” a man was complaining.
 
   “The sergeant says that he plans to keep a few of these folks alive to handle that. He will have them unloading everything out to the street and we can take what we want afterwards,” a second voice said, sounding far too cheerful for Simon’s liking considering the topic.
 
   “Trevor said that they got a bunch of the stiffs in a fenced in pasture at the south end of this piss pot. Said that folks actually tried to stop him and the boys from putting the damn things down. Even after he grabbed that one bloke and tossed him over the rail and made everybody watch as those things tore him apart, they still insisted that it weren’t zombies but just some sort of sickness,” the first voice said with disbelief clear in his tone.
 
   “I still don’t think we should have shot them all out of hand. Folks that live outside of the main cities always seem to be a bit off in the head.”
 
   “It put the rest in line.”
 
   Simon reached the lip and crept up on his belly to get a look. Sure enough, there were only two men here. Both were wearing the uniform of the British Army. One was taking a deep drag of a cigarette while the other seemed content to continue to stare to the south in the direction of the small pillar of smoke that coiled skyward.
 
   Simon winced as he recognized the weapons slung over the shoulders of the two soldiers. Each was carrying the SA 80A2 machinegun. He knew the model simply by reputation, having never actually fired any sort of gun in his life. And the only reason that he knew anything about this weapon was because of a BBC documentary on the troops that he’d seen a few weeks before all this madness began; otherwise, all he would have known was that those men were carrying machineguns which were substantially better than his mace.
 
   The two men had stopped talking, but their attention was still directed away from where he and Melena were positioned. What he needed was something that distracted the men if he was going to have any chance at all of overpowering them. As it was, he did not give himself much chance of success. These were soldiers in full gear, and he was just a regular man.
 
   He was about to give up and signal Melena that they should retreat when one of the soldiers spoke up. It was the one who had been smoking, and he flicked his butt away and took a drink from his canteen.
 
   “I’ve got to have me a piss,” the man grumbled. “I don’t think anything will appear out of thin air in the next few minutes.”
 
   Simon held his breath as the man started directly for him! He knew that any movement he made at this point would give them away; all he could hope for was that the man remained oblivious until it was too late. 
 
   Simon felt Melena stiffen beside him and now he had to hope that she would not bolt. Just as quick as it came, he dismissed the thought and kept his focus on the approaching soldier.
 
   “You think we will be heading up the road and hitting that other little dump just north of here?” the soldier called over his shoulder as he approached the brush. 
 
   Simon could not believe his luck. He decided not to take it for granted and rose up. For just a second, his mind warred with what he was about to do. Taking down the undead had been one thing, but this was a living, breathing human. When his target’s partner spoke, it made Simon’s choice just a shade easier.
 
   “I hope so, we was watching one of their patrols come in and I saw a few fine birds I wouldn’t mind plucking.”
 
   Simon brought his mace across in a fierce, two-handed swing. The head of the mace connected with the man’s cheek just as he was turning back. It was unclear if the man even realized he was about to be struck since he had no chance to react before the side of his face was crushed; the blow to the temple causing a cranial rupture that shut the brain down and the body with it.
 
   Unfortunately, that attack did not take place in a vacuum. The sound of the skull cracking, coupled with Simon’s grunt as he swung and connected along with the peculiar gurgle that the soldier emitted, was more than enough noise to cause the other soldier to start and spin around.
 
   “What the blood—” he started to curse. Those words stuck in his throat along with the knife that now jutted from it.
 
   “Holy crap, it worked!” Melena hissed as she scuttled past to retrieve her weapon.
 
   “Strip the gear and let’s get out of here,” Simon breathed as he looked down on the man lying dead at his feet. 
 
   He watched as a dark, liquid stain began to ooze out through the rocks and gravel beside the train tracks. The soldier’s eyes were still wide open, but the man was very clearly dead. Still, Simon could not help but kneel down and feel for a pulse at the man’s throat. There was nothing.
 
   Without warning, Simon vomited. The viscous stream splattered the corpse, bits of the morning meal sticking to the skin of the man’s dead face. For some reason, Simon could not look away until Melena grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.
 
   He was still in a bit of a daze when he emerged from the trees at the bottom of the hill. Nelson and the others were hurrying over, and Kas was saying something, but all Simon heard was the roar in his ears. He was suddenly beginning to feel very dizzy.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Nelson’s voice cut through his fog and a hard slap to the face brought him to his senses in a quick, albeit unpleasant, manner.
 
   Simon shook his head a few times to clear it. He quickly related what they had heard. 
 
   “But did you see how many?” Dawn asked.
 
   “No, they were not able to be seen from the tracks,” Simon replied as he rubbed his cheek and shot a nasty look at Nelson who did not seem to notice in the slightest.
 
   “I believe we should hurry back home.” Doctor Asan said, giving her brother a gentle shove for emphasis. “I have noticed that sound draw those things like moths to a flame. All that gunfire and such should bring them for miles, and I don’t want to be out like this if they come in great numbers.”
 
   “I thought you were trying to nab one for experiments,” Kas said, only half teasing.
 
   “That is correct, but I am not a fool. I have seen a few of those mobs roaming about that numbered well over a hundred. One or two…that is manageable. Ten or twenty, things get a bit sketchy. When you are talking about a hundred or more, that is just suicide.”
 
   The doctor’s statement received nods from the group. Simon hated not knowing what exactly they might be facing, but he was satisfied that they had reduced the number by two. And, he thought as he gave the machinegun draped over his shoulder a little pat, they were at least a little better off in the realm of defense.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The two women had each loaded a pack with enough food to last five days. The trip to Micklefield should actually be able to be made in one, but there was no telling what they might encounter out there. The downside to their load out was that they only had two canteens each. They each plucked ten bottles of water as well, hoping that they would be able to find more as they traveled. 
 
   As the day gave way to evening, the two women sat in the upstairs bedroom that looked out at the horses grazing in the small riding area. Both were busy sharpening their weapons with the gear that Caron had brought in from the stable and work shop buildings. Neither knew if they were doing it exactly correct, but they could only do their best and hope. That was also why each woman had fashioned a weapon from some of the tools found out in the shed. 
 
   Shadiyah had chosen a hammer that had felt rather heavy when she had picked it up from the tool bench where Caron was busy inspecting her pitchfork, as well as a sturdy little axe, ensuring that the handles were in good condition. It would not do for them to be out and in a situation only to have their weapons break with zombies all around.
 
   Together, they sipped on a bottle of wine that Caron brought up from the cellar. She had insisted that it was quite expensive and made a big fuss while opening it. Even more peculiar, she had poured each of them a glass and then said that it could not be consumed for a while so that it could breathe, decant, or some such nonsense. By the time she was able to actually take a sip, she had to admit that it was rather tasty, but certainly nothing worth a few thousand pounds like Caron insisted that the bottle would sell for.
 
   That was another thing about the zombie apocalypse, Shadiyah thought as she sat staring out at a sky that was all sorts of oranges, purples, and reds with the setting sun turning the smoky haze of destruction from Leeds into something beautiful, those bottles of water sitting on the counter will be worth ten times that bottle of wine before long.
 
   The world was changing, and the things that meant so much just a few weeks ago were now just a bunch of useless rubbish. If you couldn’t eat it, drink it (for replenishment, not to just get pissed), or kill with it, then it held no real value. Even this beautiful house would be worthless if not for the sturdy wall that surrounded it and kept the undead at bay.
 
   She sat, continuing to watch until the sky became dark and a sliver of moon peeked in and out of the overcast sky. It looked like rain was going to greet them as they started this journey. Briefly, she considered putting the trip off, but she knew that every day she did so was another day where it would become less important to her.
 
   “…those lights over there?” Caron’s voice said with a tone that brought Shadiyah out of her ruminations.
 
   Standing to get a better look, she spotted what looked like a dozen camp fires burning in the distance. Of course they were far enough away, and it was so dark, that it was impossible to tell what sort of people could so blatantly flaunt their whereabouts. With that many blazes going in what, at least from here, looked like a straight line, she had to guess that there were a great many people gathered to the north of their position.
 
   “Good thing we are sitting in the dark,” Shadiyah finally said.
 
   “Will you always be so distrustful of others?” Caron asked, sounding genuinely concerned and perhaps just a little sad.
 
   “Will you not?”
 
   “I understand that something terrible befell your sister. I wish it were not so, but you can’t believe that every bloody person still alive is as evil as those men,” Caron said softly. “There might come a day when we meet other survivors who wish to join us. For as wonderful and charming as you might be, I don’t fancy spending the rest of forever with it being just the two of us.”
 
   Shadiyah sighed. It was clear that Caron did not understand what Assi’s attack and subsequent death meant to her. With all the horror and death surrounding them, it might be a simple thing for some to just put everything away and maybe pretend that it never happened. 
 
   Come to think of it, Shadiyah thought with a bit of a jolt, Caron had not mentioned one single friend, family member, or loved one. Surely she must have lost somebody. No person alive was so solitary that they did not know a single soul.
 
   “Who?” Shadiyah said that one word and let it hang in the darkness that engulfed the pair as they sat looking out on a dead, silent world.
 
   For a while, Shadiyah believed that perhaps Caron was going to ignore her inquiry. She was certain that there was no need for her to elaborate. It was a simple, straightforward question that required no explanation.
 
   “My husband and daughter,” the woman finally whispered. “We were on holiday…it was our Lizzie’s fourth birthday. We had gone out to Whitby…that is where I met Nigel. Oddly enough, it was while I was on break from university and having a bit of my own down time away from everything. The last thing I planned was to meet a man…much less marry the fool six months later.
 
   “We had just left the Captain Cook Museum and Lizzie was riding around on a carousel with little boats. We planned to pop in to Humble Pie when we heard the crash. Some poor bloke managed to crawl out of his car, and he was a mess. Nigel rushed over to help…that is just how he was when it came to people in need…quite the opposite of me if I am being honest.
 
   “All I saw was Nigel bent over the man. I thought perhaps that he was recovering, because the man sat up after not moving for a bit. He reached up and grabbed Nigel, then I heard my Lizzie scream. I turned as these people were all stumbling over the rail where tourists had been in the queue for their children to take a turn on the ride. One of them had fallen across Lizzie’s little pink boat and had her arm. I thought that he might be some sort of brazen pedophile set to snatch my Lizzie in broad daylight. It turned out that he was worse.”
 
   Caron went silent and Shadiyah did not dare speak for fear that she might not continue. It was not that she wanted to necessarily hear what would come next, but she truly believed that it would do the woman some good to get it out of her system. At last, Caron sipped on her glass of wine and then resumed her tale.
 
   “I will never forget that scream as long as I live. When that thing bit my Lizzie, it broke the spell that had kept me frozen in place. I dashed over and beat that bloody prick with my handbag of all things. When I yanked Lizzie away, I just stared at her as she screamed bloody murder. I was frozen…until the other screams broke through.
 
   “Looking around, I saw people on the ground, fighting other men and women. But what made me take notice was all the blood. These people weren’t hitting or kicking…they were biting and tearing at flesh. That made me remember Nigel, and when I turned to where I’d last seen him helping that bloke who had crashed his car, I was actually angry. There he was helping some poor woman while our Lizzie was screaming and bleeding. I yelled at him, but he didn’t reply, so I hurried over, prepared to give him what for and to insist that we rush our girl straight to the hospital.
 
   “That was when I saw him lean down and tear away a piece of that woman’s face. Once again I found myself frozen and unable to move. Then this horrible looking woman grabbed at me. She was covered in blood and there were bits of her hanging out that shouldn’t be. Her eyes, though, that is what I remember. Those terrible black squiggles and that hideous film that covered them just make it seem so much more gruesome, ya know?
 
   “Anyways, I shoved her away and turned back to Nigel who had gotten to his feet. I yelled at him, and when he turned to face me, I almost dropped Lizzie. He had those same eyes, and there was blood all over his face, dripping from his mouth. His throat was a mess and he only took one step before some bloke crashed into him and they went to the ground. Nigel and three more of those things tore into that man and I guess something in me finally broke loose, because I ran as fast as I could.
 
   “I reached the street and saw a car just sitting there with its doors open and the motor running. I decided that my daughter getting to the hospital was the most important thing in the world. I actually took the time to buckle her in the back seat. Somehow, I guess I just tuned out what was happening behind me as people were being torn into and then joining in on the attack.
 
   “When we arrived at the hospital it was a madhouse. People were actually running out of the place. Perhaps that should have been my clue, but all I could think of was getting my Lizzie to a doctor. I didn’t bother with finding a parking space…after all, it wasn’t my bloody car.
 
   “I pulled Lizzie out of the back and didn’t even notice the way she was acting. At least not at first. She started to paw at me, and that was when I realized that she had stopped crying at some point. I looked down and she was staring up at me. But it wasn’t her. A mother knows her child, and while I have run into a few people who have denied what their own hearts and eyes told them, I knew right then what had happened. My Lizzie was gone, and this…thing…this terrible beast in my arms was mocking me as she looked at me with what was almost my daughter’s face, but not quite.”
 
   Once again, Caron stopped talking and sat quietly. Occasionally she would sip from her glass, but she did not say another word. Eventually, Shadiyah found her eyes growing heavy. The soft snores beside her signaled that Caron had already drifted away. Reaching over, Shadiyah pulled the quilt in the woman’s lap up a bit to cover her.
 
   As sleep came, Shadiyah dreamed of her sister. Assi’s broken body was coming for her with Miranda Wood at her side. She was on the roof of Clyde Court Towers, and her only choice was to jump.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Do we know for certain that they will be coming for us?” Mrs. Raye asked. 
 
   Simon looked out at the people gathered once again in the gymnasium. Cedric was nowhere to be seen and he had to assume that the man was out with his team. That was the first thing that he wanted to change for the immediate future. He felt that it would be best if everybody stayed inside the perimeter for now and put all efforts into shoring up the defense against any possible attack. 
 
   “Based on what I did actually hear, I would say that is a very real possibility,” Simon replied. That caused a ripple of alarm to run through the crowd. Simon held up his arms to get them to settle. “But I believe that we can hold these people off, and if that is not the case, then we can best them.”
 
   “And how do you imagine we can do that? They have guns…a military vehicle,” a voice shouted. 
 
   “How do we know they were not provoked? Those bastards in New Mick might have brought trouble down on their heads with that smug attitude they are so quick to show,” an elderly woman bellowed, raising her cane in anger.
 
   “We don’t even know how many there are!” another chimed in. This brought sounds of agreement from several people and once more, Simon had to still them.
 
    “While I admit that we are in the dark when it comes to their numbers and their intentions, the fact remains that there have been reports of a military unit skulking about and causing trouble…raiding and pillaging small groups of survivors,” Simon said, trying to be a source of calm for the people to draw from. “If they come here, we have to be prepared to do the unthinkable. I can tell you from experience that it is no easy thing to take a human life.” The face of the man whose skull he had crushed flashed in his mind’s eye and instantly brought on a hint of bile that burned the back of his throat.
 
   “And again, how do you expect us to stand against a force made up of our soldiers?” a voice roared.
 
   “This is your town,” Simon said simply. “You know every blind corner and dead end there is. Anybody who comes here will be groping recklessly. If we use that knowledge to our advantage…”
 
   Simon continued for a few more minutes as he did his best to rally the citizens of Micklefield. Slowly, people began to show signs of hope. Before long, there were suggestions as to where the best locations existed where they could set up traps and perhaps take down this rogue band of soldiers that might come.
 
   A handful of people were chosen to oversee specific portions of their planned defense. They knew the time was short and that it would not allow for anything elaborate, but Simon had them believing that simplicity would carry the day. By the time that the crowd dispersed, the talks were not of running or their eventual doom, but instead it was full of optimism. Simon hoped that some of those spirits would remain when the first of their people died.
 
   He did not have to wait long.
 
   “Simon!” The door to the townhouse flew open and Cedric almost fell flat on his face as he barged in the door, panting heavily with a smear of blood showing a bright red on his forehead. “That army detachment is here! They came through the fields south of the town and are over at the football field where they already have five prisoners. They have demanded to speak to the person in charge or they will execute a prisoner every ten minutes until they run out. After that—”
 
   “Then those people are dead,” a voice from behind Simon made everybody jump.
 
   Geoff, Melena, Nelson and Simon were all gathered around a map of the town, busy with planning the best way to defend against the invaders. The voice belonged to Mrs. Raye. She was just coming in through the back door at the same time and her sudden arrival startled everybody.
 
   “I think that may be a bit hasty,” Simon said with a hint of hesitation.
 
   “No, it isn’t,” Mrs. Raye countered. She came up to where they were gathered at the table and pointed to the spot on the map where the football field sat behind the school. “They are here. We are setting up all along the Churchville area with the ambush points at either end and have a fallback planned that meets at the cemetery. We can’t spare one single person.”
 
   “So we just let those people die?” Melena asked incredulously.
 
   “I am sorry to say, but yes. That was always going to be a possibility when they volunteered to try and defend that ridiculous roadblock that would not stop a scooter, much less a Foxhound.” Mrs. Raye shot a look at Geoff. “I warned you all that we needed to stay concentrated and close. I said that spreading out would play into their hands, and that is now exactly what is coming to pass.”
 
   “Does a light come on inside your mouth when you open it?” Cedric grumbled.
 
   “If you think that, despite our having overwhelming numbers, this will go off and we escape without any casualties, then you are a fool,” Mrs. Raye replied with all the calm that Simon expected.
 
   The tempers began to flare, and twice Simon had to physically step between Mrs. Raye and the others. The first time it was Cedric, the second time it was Melena. At last, he sent Geoff, Melena, Cedric and Nelson out with their instructions. When the room was empty except for him and Mrs. Raye, he turned to the woman.
 
   “Do you think we have a chance in hell?” he sighed, running his hands over his face.
 
   “I believe this will be over and done in minutes and that it will not be too terrible in the number of lives lost,” she replied, patting him on the arm.
 
   Simon froze. “Then why all that doom and gloom?”
 
   “If they expect it to go poorly and it does, then they were already prepared for it. But if it goes off well, then it will eventually be attributed to your leadership and quick thinking. You will be the savior of the town. The people will fall in line and it will be much easier from here forward for things to get accomplished.”
 
   If Simon was astounded before, he was positively dumbstruck now. He opened and closed his mouth three or four times before he could actually speak.
 
   “Why would you do that…and why would you tell me?”
 
   “Simon, like it or not, you have been thrust into a position of being the leader here. We are facing something that nobody except a complete nutter could have anticipated. You will have difficult choices ahead. And believe it or not, this might be the easiest in many days and weeks to come. As a leader, you need to be able to prepare for the worst. If you fill people’s heads with a bunch of false hope, you will be the easiest target for their scorn.”
 
   Simon thought it over for a moment and came to the conclusion that he no longer doubted in even the slightest bit that Mrs. Raye worked for the Crown in her younger days. He also decided that he would be keeping her close to help him navigate the rough waters ahead.
 
   “I should get out there and be visible to our people so that they don’t think me a coward. I know that one thing I hated in the past was how easy it was for those in charge to send others to die for their causes.” Simon brought the machinegun around and hefted it. His hands ran over it and his eyes scrutinized it like it was some amazing riddle to be solved. “But before I go, perhaps you could show me how this bloody thing works?”
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   Meeting 
 
    
 
   Shadiyah stepped around the stumbling zombie that was lunging for her and then broke into a sprint. Her actual target grew larger in her eyes as she approached with her scimitar in her hands.
 
   “Let her go!” she snarled as she swung low, her weapon biting into the leg of her target.
 
   There was a howl of pain and the man fell back, sending Caron sprawling to the ground in the opposite direction. Without waiting for the man to recover, she drew the knife from her belt, hurried over to the man, grabbed him by the hair, yanked his head back, and slit his throat. She then turned to Caron, seemingly oblivious as the man gurgled and kicked his feet a few times in the throes of death.
 
   “Are you okay?” She reached out a hand to help the woman to her feet.
 
   “Yeah…fine,” Caron gasped, rubbing her throat where the man had been trying to choke her. She walked over to the body that now stared up at the sky with lifeless eyes and gave him a solid kick in the ribs.
 
   “I told you there was something off about that bloke,” Shadiyah said with a hint of anger in her voice.
 
   “He couldn’t be more than eighteen or nineteen years old,” Caron uttered with a hint of sadness.
 
   “He was eyeing our gear the moment we met.”
 
   “But we would have shared, why would he think he needed to try and take it all?”
 
   “Do you really expect anybody to be in their right minds?”
 
   With that comment, the two women continued on as they kept the M1 to their left and the city of Garforth to their right. While there were plenty of fires burning, apparent by the many snaking tendrils of smoke that rose to the sky to be absorbed by the low clouds overhead, it was not nearly as bad as what was happening in Leeds. 
 
   The day was cloudy, but it was becoming difficult to tell if it was from regular weather, or if it was enhanced by the number of fires still burning out of control. As they walked, both women were glad to be wearing goggles that Shadiyah had insisted they go back for at the auto junkyard. A continuous sprinkling of fine ash continued to fall as they made their way towards the destination of Micklefield.
 
   It was approaching midday, and they were rounding the outskirts of the northern edge of Garforth when they heard a strange sound. It took them a few moments to figure it out, but they both agreed that what they had heard was distant gunfire. It had been a steady buzz at first, but then faded to a few short bursts, and then nothing. A single curl of smoke rose to the south of their location.
 
   “You think our friend is actually going to be there?” Caron said as she tipped up her canteen and took a drink.
 
   They had stopped at the edge of a large field that had rows of plants with domed covers. Running right through it all was a massive gash of destruction. Only, it was not something that men had done; with the bits of clothing and even a few limbs and hunks of unidentifiable organs, this path was made by a considerable number of the walking dead.
 
   “I have no idea.” Shadiyah accepted the canteen Caron offered and took a drink of the tepid water. “But that is where he said he was headed. If he is there, then I can tell him the news…” She considered what she was about to say next and then decided that the days of sugar-coating things was past. Directness and being frank were what had to be the new norm. “And I am almost certain that he was bitten. If that is true and he has survived and made it this far, then it gives us just a bit more hope for your situation.”
 
   “That would be quite nice, actually,” Caron admitted.
 
   “Yes, well it would be a miraculous discovery to know that a bite is not a definite end. But then I imagine that there has to be some sort of immunity, right. I’m no doctor, but I seem to recall hearing somewhere that there is always a small percentage of people who tend to show the ability to resist certain things. I once saw a story about a man who had three partners die from AIDS. The whole time, he thought that he was being cheated on, turns out that he carried the HIV virus but expressed none of the symptoms.”
 
   “I suppose it is time to start having hope that I will be okay. I certainly would not want to be bitten again and test the theory, though. I had no idea that being bitten could hurt so bloody much.”
 
   Screwing the top on the canteen, the two women re-oriented their approach towards that lone tower of smoke that rose in the direction of Micklefield. It seemed so close, but as they continued to walk, they realized how hampered they were by being on foot. 
 
   The undead of Garforth added yet another obstacle as they apparently gathered the attentions of some of the ones on the outskirts of the small town. It was not until they had over twenty strung out behind them, but obviously following, that Shadiyah decided they would have to deal with them.
 
   “If we lead a bunch of those cursed things all the way to Micklefield, I doubt we will be greeted with smiles,” Shadiyah said as she drew her scimitar and doubled back to take out the closest of the zombies.
 
   Caron followed, and the two women went to work like they were dealing with nothing more worrisome than weeding a garden. The zombies were spaced out for the most part, and proved to be no problem…until the pair that emerged from behind one of the nearly ruined dome constructs that ran the length of the row they were moving along in this massive section of farmed land.
 
   “Oh…” was all that Caron managed to say, her face a mask of absolute sadness and heartbreak, her mouth still open, but no more sound coming forth.
 
   Shadiyah winced. Had it not been for the story that Caron had shared the night before, she would have had no idea why the two zombies had caused such a debilitating response. She looked back at the children and studied them briefly.
 
   One of the child zombies was a little girl. This one had been the obvious reason that Caron had frozen in place and looked so distraught. She was probably four or five. She was wearing a shirt with a blue police box on the front and the words “Future Companion” in fancy writing that was laden with glitter so as to look like stardust or something along that line. She had brown hair that was matted and caked with dried blood and filth. A good chunk of one side of her face was torn away. Her left eye looked as if it might fall out if the girl so much as took even a slight tumble. She had blood dried around her mouth that indicated she had bitten or at least fed on some poor fool recently. 
 
   Glancing over her shoulder, she was fairly certain that somebody like Caron could easily be the next victim. The woman was still visibly paralyzed. Returning her attention to the pair of zombies, it was actually the second one that made her heart hurt. This one was a little boy; possibly the baby brother of the zombie girl.
 
   This poor soul was missing his left arm at the shoulder and had a nasty rip in his side where his tattered insides poked out. There were bites on the thigh of his left leg and a flap of fatty meat dangled with hideous effect.
 
   “Come to Shaddi,” she whispered, kneeling down, setting her scimitar beside her and slowly drawing her belt knife.
 
   The pair seemed to regard her with a peculiar curiosity that Shadiyah found to be very unnerving. Still, she was actually wondering if there might be something about the child versions of a zombie that made them keep part of their humanity. Unlike the regular undead that simply came at you no matter what, these two were obviously waiting and almost studying her. They rocked back and forth, shifting from one foot to the other and cocking their heads first one way and then back.
 
   “It’s okay,” Shadiyah cooed, holding her arms out wide as if to receive them in an embrace. Apparently that was enough to break the spell that had been put on Caron.
 
   “What are you about?” the woman called in a voice that was partially a whisper.
 
   “They are different,” Shadiyah replied, making certain to keep her voice sounding as calm and soothing as she could, considering the situation.
 
   “No, they aren’t,” Caron insisted, the sound of her voice giving away her approach.
 
   Shadiyah watched the children adjust their attention to the woman who was walking up. For the first few seconds, there was no change, but when Caron hefted her pitchfork; it was as if a switch was thrown. The pair reverted to nothing more than normal zombies as they reached out, hands clutching and mouth opening and closing in anticipation of tearing into flesh.
 
   “Dammit,” Shadiyah cursed as she leapt to her feet and helped dispatch the pair.
 
   The two women cleaned their weapons off and resumed their trek; the smoke that had been acting as their beacon was starting to dissipate, but it would not be long now before they arrived at their destination. 
 
   As they walked, Shadiyah could not help but glance behind her, long after the bodies of the children were no longer in sight. There was something about them that was different despite what Caron said. She wished that she was smarter or had the knowledge of a proper doctor. She glanced at Caron and saw the tracks of where the tears had carved their way down her face. Despite what that woman said, she had seen it too, and it clearly did not sit well in her heart.
 
   They continued across the open fields until they at last reached a line of trees. Wading through, they emerged on a two-lane road. Thankful for the relief on their ankles from all that time crossing uneven ground, the pair decided to follow it for a while until they came to a small granite marker that announced they were at the outskirts of Micklefield. The smoke that had been their beacon was still a bit farther to the south.
 
   “What do you think?” Shadiyah turned to Caron with a frown. She wanted to reach their destination, but she could not help her curiosity at whatever had taken place just south of where they now stood.
 
   Caron opened her mouth just as the sound of a vehicle came from the right of their position. It veered sharply and rumbled through a small hedge that separated farming fields from the actual village. Just that fast, the vehicle had vanished from sight. Seconds later there was a loud crash and then a barrage of gunfire.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon crouched down behind the wall. He could hear the low growl of the engine just around the corner from his position. Not for the first time, he cursed this madness that seemed to grip people in the absence of real law and order. Of course, this also gave you a peek into the true heart of an individual. He wondered if these soldiers had been exemplary, or if perhaps they had been placed on report time and again due to their behavior.
 
   “You ready?” Geoff whispered.
 
   “No,” Simon answered truthfully. “But that is not likely to change. Let’s get to it.”
 
   Putting his shoulder into it, Simon joined Geoff in pushing the small car into the road and then both men ran back to their position behind the wall. Just as they reached their spot, the tan vehicle crept around the corner.
 
   “Wait until I tell you to move,” Mrs. Raye whispered. She grabbed Simon’s shoulder and pointed to the man poking up through the turret sweeping a nasty looking machinegun around. “That is a Belgian MAG.”
 
   The woman hefted the rifle that Simon had snagged from the soldier he had killed. She had explained that she would happily show him the finer points of how to fire the weapon, but that would have to wait until after their lives were not in danger. Bringing the rifle to her shoulder, Simon watched as she made a slight adjustment.
 
   “As soon as that man drops, signal the attack,” Mrs. Raye whispered. 
 
   Simon felt the newest surge of adrenaline course through him. This plan was more madness and desperation than anything else, and it relied on Mrs. Raye not missing as its first step. Then came the real madness.
 
   There was a single moment for Simon where the world seemed to stop, and all time froze for an instant. That bubble burst when Mrs. Raye pulled the trigger.
 
   “Now!” she snapped.
 
   The Foxhound had slowed as it approached the car that sat sideways in the middle of the narrow street basically blocking the path. Simon lit the Molotov and then popped up and threw it at the front window of the Foxhound. It burst and flames rippled across the surface.
 
   There was a chorus of shouts as around fifty men and women emerged from every direction at once and rushed the vehicle. Simon and Geoff hurtled the wall and led the half dozen people that had been clustered close to them at the Foxhound.
 
   The military vehicle had screeched to a halt and was now backing up. Only, the team that had been assigned to move a small, white Ford into the road had rushed into action ahead of that effort. The Foxhound still made no attempt to slow and slammed into the little car, sending it sliding back and into a lamp post. That only made things worse for the Foxhound as the metal pole came down hard and ended up being wrapped around the rear of the fighting vehicle. 
 
   Still, the driver was obviously experienced at his job, and the Foxhound screeched to a halt and then lurched forward. With a sudden jerk to the left, it smashed through the ivy covered rock wall that bordered the front yard of a series of townhouses and then began to plow through the dividing fences that separated each front yard.
 
   When it crashed through the second fence that crumpled like paper before the powerful military machine, the next part of the trap was sprung. Simon could not help but be impressed at how Mrs. Raye had almost predicted every response that the driver had made.
 
   There was a tremendous crack that sounded right after the sharp twang of a rope being parted. The wooden telegraph pole toppled and crashed down on top of the Foxhound with a terrible sound of splintering wood and the clang of the composite armor ringing from the impact.
 
   However, there was a moment where the engine roared as the driver tried to get free and clear. It was in vain and the people took that as their sign to charge. They scrambled over the vehicle and began banging and pounding with pipes and wooden clubs.
 
   Geoff signaled his small team and they hurried over with their canisters of petrol and climbed on top to begin pouring it in the turret opening with the dead gunner while Simon and his people came in with axes to attack the tires and disable the Foxhound once and for all. It was as he was about to swing at the right rear tire that a hatch flew open and a soldier in full gear emerged with his weapon raised.
 
   A shot rang out and the soldier staggered back a step. Another quick burst came and the sounds of bullets pinging around inside the vehicle could be heard with their distinctive echoes adding to the cacophony of noise. It was for that reason that it was a few seconds before Simon heard the voices from inside.
 
   “We surrender…we will come out with our hands raised…just stop! Please, just stop!” a voice pleaded from within the vehicle.
 
   “Everybody hold!” Simon began shouting.
 
   The mob was in a bit of a frenzy and had already rushed the first soldier, yanking him from the vehicle and shoving him about until he eventually was flung to the ground. Simon waded in, pulling people back and hollering for everybody to stand down until he finally reached the center of activity.
 
   “We surrender,” the man gasped, his helmet askew and a trickle of blood seeping from the corner of his mouth.
 
   There were two others inside the vehicle including the driver, and apparently it was a unanimous choice for these men to give over to Simon and his people. Of course, Simon thought as he grabbed the first of the two remaining soldiers by the shoulder and pushed him forward and then down so that he knelt beside his comrade, there was no reason to be trusting at this point.
 
   “Everybody step back and let Mrs. Raye through,” Geoff called over the angry shouts.
 
   The woman worked her way to where three men now knelt on the ground at the rear of the Foxhound. She already had the zip-strips ready and quickly secured the men’s hands behind their backs. The man with the sergeant’s stripes was the last to be secured, and he was pulled to his feet as soon as Mrs. Raye stepped back.
 
   “You are an embarrassment,” the woman hissed as she leaned in to the point where she was almost nose-to-nose with the man.
 
   “Piss off,” the sergeant snarled, spitting on the ground in defiance.
 
   “Oh good…stupid as well,” Mrs. Raye said with a clap of her hands as she turned to the crowd. “I think we can hold the trial right here and now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah held up a hand, but it was a pointless gesture as Caron had already hit the ground and was on her belly. A large group of people were heading down a cross street just ahead. From what Shadiyah saw before she ducked into a doorway and pressed herself tight in hopes that she would not be spotted, the mob had a trio of what looked like soldiers in front of them; all had their hands secured behind their backs.
 
   She risked taking a look as the noise level indicated that most if not all of the crowd had gone by. Blinking her eyes, Shadiyah felt her heart leap to her throat as the familiar figure of Simon Wood came along bringing up the rear. Even more interesting was the fact that Mrs. Raye was beside him carrying a wicked looking gun of some sort.
 
   Once the last few stragglers vanished from sight, she stepped out and back into the street. A part of her had to admit that she was moderately impressed. It seemed that at least Simon and Mrs. Raye had made it. This little village had been busy by the looks of things. There were blockades along the main road into town that no zombie was likely to get past. Also, she had seen at least the beginnings of some sort of trench around the town. She was curious how they planned to keep that precious farmland secure, but she also had to imagine that security and being safe from the walking dead were the priority.
 
   Seeing what she did had already given her ideas for when she and Caron returned to the house. That horse field would be perfect for a nice farming allotment. Admittedly she knew very little about growing fruits and vegetables, but it couldn’t be that difficult. Could it?
 
   “What the hell was that all about?” Caron whispered as she crept over to Shadiyah.
 
   “Not sure, but did you see the soldiers?”
 
   “No, my face was too busy trying to make like an ostrich and bury itself in the ground. Sort of that whole ‘if I can’t see you, then hopefully you can’t see me’ idea.”
 
   “I saw Simon.”
 
   That single sentence almost seemed to have a physical presence. Shadiyah could see Caron’s face swirling with emotions. The most prominent one was hope. After all, if she was correct and the man had been bitten by his sister all those days ago and still hadn’t turned, then it certainly gave Caron reason for optimism.
 
   “Why are we waiting?” Caron asked after she had taken a few steps towards the direction that the crowd had vanished.
 
   Shadiyah opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Here she was, right where she had set out to be. Yet, there was something inside her that feared actually coming face-to-face with Simon. Could she come this far and simply turn around and leave without telling him?
 
   “You’re right,” Shadiyah finally said with a nod.
 
   The two women still moved with a great deal of caution as they navigated the narrow roads. They could hear the sounds of people up ahead, the sounds were similar to what you heard at a rugby match, and there was an audible violence to them that drifted on the air and contributed to the sense of disquiet; at least for Shadiyah.
 
   When they reached the road that the sign announced as Churchville Terrace, they actually had to pause and orient on the sound of the mob because of the way it bounced around in an otherwise silent and empty little village.
 
   Twice there was an uproar that seemed more bloodthirsty than it did civilized. Each time, the pair would halt. Once, Shadiyah was almost certain that she heard a scream of pain…or maybe anger? She could not be sure because of the roar of at least a couple hundred voices rising in unison in waves that would reach a crescendo and then crash like the rough surf during a storm, only to rise again.
 
   At last, Caron reached over and grabbed Shadiyah by the arm. “Are you sure we should do this? I don’t like what I’m hearing. They sound bloodthirsty…almost crazed.”
 
   “We will be fine.”
 
   She wasn’t entirely convinced of her own words, but Shadiyah was intent on seeing this through now. For some reason, she truly believed that doing this would whisk away whatever cloud it was that seemed to be hanging over her heart and clouding her mind.
 
   When they rounded the corner onto what was Churchville, they stopped in their tracks. Up ahead on the left was a turn-in just beyond a little hitch in the road. That was where the crowd had gathered. They looked to be packed into some sort of large open area. They were all facing in at something and people were shaking their fists, screaming, and pointing at whatever was going on just out of eyesight.
 
   As they moved closer, some of the shouts were becoming discernable in the slurry of voices. None of what was heard sounded right coming out of the mouths of the everyday men and women gathered.
 
   “Kill ‘em!”
 
   “Feed them to the undead!”
 
   “Shoot them in the face!”
 
   Caron glanced at Shadiyah. Her apprehension was growing with every single step. It was becoming increasingly clear that the woman did not want to be here. For all her talk about wanting to meet up and join in with other people, Caron was now suddenly having a change of heart. Then, a familiar voice from behind stopped Shadiyah in her tracks. Her hand immediately went to the scimitar at her side before she even turned.
 
   “Shadiyah? Is that you?”
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   Point of No Return
 
    
 
   The three men knelt in front of Simon. The steady drizzle gave everything a darker tone, and he found himself thinking that they were probably quite miserable kneeling in the wet grass. He shook that superfluous thought away and made himself concentrate on the situation at hand.
 
   He let his eyes drift across the citizens of Micklefield that had gathered in this open area bordered on each side by simple townhouses; and behind him, in an ironic coincidence, the village’s graveyard. Mrs. Raye was on one side and Geoff the other. Beside each of the soldiers stood Dawn, Melena, and Nelson with a weapon in hand that sort of drifted about the heads of their charges.
 
   The crowd looked like it might very well be every single member of the town. They were young, old…men and women. The one thing that Simon thought to be a bit morbid was the fact that there were a handful of children hoisted up onto the shoulders of adults that he had to presume to be their parents. Even more surreal, many of them were joining in with the yelling and hollering that demanded these three people be made to pay for their crimes.
 
   Simon let the crowd go for a while. Deep down, he had hoped they might eventually lose their steam; but, if anything, they were becoming more surly and unruly by the minute. Eventually, he raised his hands in the air to try and get the noise to simmer down. If for no other reason, they would very likely be drawing in some of the surrounding undead.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, please, we want to deal with this quickly but with at least some sense of decorum.” Simon was relieved that those words seemed to actually be enough to settle people down. He ignored Nelson as the man shot him a funny look and dramatically mouthed the word “decorum” with an eye roll for good measure.
 
   “Just promise me one thing,” the sergeant called over his shoulder, obviously waiting for enough silence from the crowd so that he would be heard by those gathered around, “be sure you have the guts to carry out whatever sentence you decree. Don’t pawn it off on one of your lackeys here.”
 
   The crowd started up again, but Simon quelled it in a hurry as he resumed speaking, starting loud, but gradually pulling it in so that people had to strain to hear. That would usually prompt people to be quiet. That was actually a trick he had learned from his mother who had been a school teacher.
 
   “These men are to be charged with abusing their station, murdering innocent citizens of the Crown, and bringing shame to Her Majesty’s Armed Forces with their conduct.” Simon let that statement hang in the air for a moment before continuing. “They were caught in the very act of trying to continue in their wretched ways on our own streets just a few short minutes ago. Will anybody step forward and act as their defense?”
 
   The crowd fell silent. Bewildered faces looked from one to another in apparent confusion.
 
   “I do not wish to condemn these men simply out of hand,” Simon clarified. “Just because they have exhibited abhorrent behavior does not mean that we must sink to their levels. I would prefer that each of us be able to face ourselves in the mirror when this is over and feel that we acted in a just and fair manner.”
 
   “You’ve been watching too bloody much American television!” a voice jeered. “Let’s just be done with them.”
 
   This received a rousing cheer and even some laughter from the people gathered around. Once more, Simon found himself remembering that scene up on the train tracks. He remembered the blood seeping out and spreading through the gravel in an oil slick-type of stain. He could still clearly see the eyes of that man staring skyward. 
 
   The details seemed to become more exaggerated each time he allowed his mind to recall it. He had no idea if perhaps his mind was now creating details that had not existed, or if perhaps it was finally being allowed to paint in the things he had not been able to process. For instance, the pupil of the man’s left eye was dilated to the point of almost eliminating the iris, and the blood vessels had broken, turning almost the entire white of that eye an ugly red. He shook that image away and pressed his lips tight as he regarded this crowd.
 
   As much as the idea sickened him, he thought that he might have the cure for the bloodlust that was rising in the people of Micklefield. Stepping up to Melena, he tapped her shoulder and nodded to the black handle that jutted up from a sheath at her hip. She drew the short field machete and handed it to him with a curious expression.
 
   Walking over to the sergeant, Simon locked eyes with Nelson. “Step back.”
 
   The man did so, but there was a slight hesitancy to his actions that caused Simon to step up and actually nudge the man out of the way. He now stood directly behind the sergeant, looking out at the crowd gathered around. He fought the trembling in his hands and gripped the handle of the weapon tight.
 
   “If this is what you want, then so be it.” 
 
   The sergeant was just starting to turn his head in Simon’s direction when Simon swung the machete with all he had. Even with him putting everything behind the swing, the weapon still came to a sudden and violent halt when it slammed into the vertebrae in the man’s neck.
 
   An arc of blood sprayed from the nasty cut, and when the blade was jerked free, it only got worse. The red spray splashed several of the people gathered in the front of the mob. Meanwhile, the sergeant fell to the ground and began to kick and twitch violently. While certainly not his intention, this display actually had exactly the sort of effect he’d hoped for as people gasped, screamed, and in a few cases, fainted. 
 
   He attempted to finish the job and end the man’s suffering. Stepping down on the struggling sergeant’s chest, Simon raised his arm to swing again and made the mistake of looking into the man’s eyes.
 
   He had no idea what sort of man this sergeant had been before everything went crazy, but now, the man was in pain and very, very afraid. It was clear in the eyes as well as the way the man was obviously trying to beg or plead. Fortunately for Simon, those words were reduced to nothing more than unintelligible gurgles as the blood gushed from between the man’s lips. Once more, Simon swung down as hard as he could. He really only wanted to put this entire ordeal to an end, but fate was cruel and the stroke came down, glancing off the side of the man’s head just above the left eye. It did take away all the flesh down to the skull, but then the blade bit into the shoulder at the base of the sergeant’s neck on the opposite side where the first deep cut had struck.
 
   Thankfully, the blood loss had become too much and the man went still. Simon stood up and faced the crowd of Micklefield citizens. The screams for blood had died on their lips as they witnessed the brutal execution. Simon looked over at Dawn and Melena and saw horror on their faces. Nelson was not much better and had taken a few steps back from everything.
 
   Simon looked down at himself and saw blood dripping from his hands, soaking the front of his clothing. How had this happened? he wondered.
 
   The two remaining soldiers were the first to break the silence that had befallen the large gathering.
 
   “Please, I beg you…we was only following orders!” one of the soldiers pleaded.
 
   “Mercy!” the other cried, his much more simplistic approach actually sounding more poignant.
 
   Simon returned his attention to the crowd that seemed as if it had backed up as an entity and put more distance between it and the dead body on the ground.
 
   “Well?” Simon called, making sure to look into as many sets of eyes that would meet his cold stare. “Shall we continue with your desires for blood?”
 
   “I think you have made your point,” a voice whispered in his ear. 
 
   Simon turned to see that Mrs. Raye had come up without his knowing and taken a place right beside him. She reached over and eased down the hand that still held the machete. The only sound now was the distant moan of a zombie. It was answered by another. 
 
   In singles and small groups, the people of Micklefield began to melt away. Eventually, the only people still standing in this little square were Simon, Mrs. Raye, Melena, Nelson, Dr. Asan, and the two soldiers. Dawn and Kas had vanished at some point and, as usual, Cedric was nowhere to be found.
 
   “What is to be done with us?” one of the soldiers finally asked.
 
   “I have no idea,” Simon admitted.
 
   “I think there is a chance that you could earn trust and be allowed to join the community,” Mrs. Raye spoke up.
 
   “We’ll do whatever it takes,” both soldiers said more or less in unison.
 
   “For now, I think we will have you kept under watch until a final decision can be made,” Nelson said, raising a hand to silence Mrs. Raye before she could protest. Her expression made it clear that she was not entirely in agreement with Nelson taking over the scene. 
 
   Simon seriously did not care at that exact moment; all he wanted was to be out of his blood soaked clothing and to wash up. He squeezed his eyes shut for a second to try and get himself together, but he was immediately greeted by his mental replay of how he had killed two living human beings within the past couple of hours.
 
   “I think we will need to double the patrols the next few days,” Simon sighed. He suddenly felt very tired. If not for the blood, he would just go home and collapse.
 
   He was about to leave when three people dressed in the typical hunter patrol garb came around the corner at a sprint. When they spied Simon, they actually looked like they somehow managed to increase their pace.
 
   “What the bloody hell is wrong now?” Simon mumbled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah remained rooted to the spot where she stood. She had made this journey thinking about nothing more than telling Simon that his sister had been taken care of properly. After that, she would return to that house—hopefully with Caron joining her—and then she would create someplace safe where she could just live out her life in peace.
 
   The person standing before her made Shadiyah remember how, not more than a few days ago, her plan had been to scour the countryside and execute every single evil beast that had crawled out from under a rock in this apocalyptic world and preyed on those they saw as weaker. 
 
   She wanted to kill the person standing before her more than anything else in the world at the moment.
 
   “How did you make it here in one piece?” Cedric asked. As soon as the question came out of his mouth, he began to utter and stammer. “Not to say that you were not able or capable. Certainly you are…you are standing here now…”
 
   Four other individuals were with Cedric, two of them women. That made no sense to Shadiyah. How could any female feel even the least bit safe with Cedric Black? 
 
   Shadiyah still seemed paralyzed and unable to move or respond. Cedric took a few steps forward, obviously reading her silence as perhaps relief. Could he really think that she would see him as her savior? 
 
   “We had a bit of a problem with some soldiers, but your friend Simon took care of things. You would be proud of him. Perhaps I should get you to him in a hurry.” The man walked up to her, seemingly oblivious to everything that had happened.
 
   Shadiyah looked at him, her mouth open in amazement. She looked over at the four people who were with him and she remained unable to speak as her brain simply felt like it was overloading. At last, she was able to say one word.
 
   “Simon.”
 
   “Yeah, Simon is here. He’s fine. I imagine he will be surprised that you are here. After all, of all the places in the world you could have headed for, what are the odds that you show up in this particular spot?” Cedric turned his head and waved his companions to join him. “Shadiyah here was in Leeds as well. But I don’t recall you, miss.” 
 
   With that, Cedric stepped past Shadiyah and introduced himself to Caron. He also gave the names of his companions, but Shadiyah could not hear any of that as the blood seemed to be rushing in her ears so loud that she was amazed the others could not hear it.
 
   Slowly, she turned around. Cedric had his back to her completely as he was talking about something to do with soldiers and an attack on the town of Micklefield. 
 
   Standing there, Shadiyah felt her mind spiral into memories that came at her hard and fast. It was so overwhelming that she almost felt as if she were drowning. A small part of her mind screamed for her to fight, and that if she did not, she might be consumed in the darkness that even now was filling her lungs and killing the rational and humane Shadiyah Kasim.
 
   For the briefest of instances, she considered putting up a fight. After all, the world had become a much more terrifying place. Also, was there not some slight possibility that Cedric Black really had nothing to do with the attack on Assi that led to her eventual death?
 
   “No,” she whispered. The word was almost inaudible, but there was enough behind it for Cedric to turn around.
 
   “What was that?” he asked.
 
   Shadiyah and Cedric made eye contact and locked onto each other. There was that split second of realization that was just beginning to materialize in Cedric’s expression when Shadiyah lunged forward with the scimitar that she still had in her hand. Cedric had some sort of spiked club in his hand, but his reaction to deflect the stab came too late.
 
   The tip of the scimitar plunged into the man’s chest, driving straight through his heart, killing him almost instantly. His mouth opened, but the only sound that came forth was a long exhale as the man’s lungs emptied themselves one final time.
 
   There were shouts of alarm, and the four people that had been with Cedric all seemed unsure of how to react. Shadiyah turned to them as she yanked her scimitar free and took a step forward. “My sister is dead because of that animal and his little gang of rapists.”
 
   The reaction she received from the foursome split right down gender lines. The men seemed confused and the women both turned to the dead body on the ground and took a step towards it as if they might be able to glean some kernel of insight if they were only a little bit closer.
 
   “Shadiyah!” Caron snapped, appearing suddenly in front of her. “What have you done?”
 
   “What I had to do,” Shadiyah said as she turned her empty gaze to Caron. “What I came here to do.”
 
   “You came to tell Simon about his sister,” the woman implored. “Not to do…” Her voice faded as she looked down at the body sprawled in the sidewalk with the pool of blood spreading around him in a dark oval.
 
   “You know Simon?” one of the men snapped his head up. “And you say that this man was a rapist?” Now a look of confusion clouded the man’s features. “How is it that Simon Wood, a policeman, came to be travelling with a rapist? And not only Simon, but also that nice old bird, Mrs. Raye, and that little girl. How did all of them come to be travelling with old Cedric here if he is what you say?”
 
   Shadiyah turned to the man and fixed him with eyes that were fast losing their human quality and transforming into nothing more than cold orbs that radiated hatred…especially towards anything male.
 
   “My little sister is dead. She was raped by that monster’s gang of scum.”
 
   “And Cedric took part in that, did he?” the man pressed.
 
   Shadiyah opened her mouth, but she quickly discovered that she could not just say the word “yes” in response. After all, she had never seen Cedric with the three men that she had killed in her flat that day…a day that now seemed as if it might be a million years ago. The details had washed away, and all that remained was that image of her sister’s broken body on the ground where she had flung herself.
 
   “He…he…” she tried to answer in the affirmative. Cedric had done it. He was one of the monsters; but the words would not come. Her tongue would not permit the lie.
 
   “I think you need to come with us. We will bring you to Simon and sort this out.” The man took a step towards Shadiyah and in a flash she lashed out with her blade. 
 
   The weapon was a blur as it came across in a high arc. The man took a step back and opened his mouth; perhaps he was going to call for his companions to help him. However, no words would come as a thin red line appeared across his throat. For just a second, it was barely even visible, and amidst the dirt and grime of the day, it was very difficult to even see until the trickle turned to a steady stream and blood poured down his neck.
 
   The man clutched at his throat as he staggered back. More blood came, frothing from his lips, dribbling down his chin, as well as pouring through his fingers.
 
   The other three companions had apparently seen enough; all thoughts of bringing her to Simon had ostensibly been abandoned. They took off towards the direction of where Shadiyah knew the crowd had assembled. She was only vaguely aware that things had grown mysteriously quiet in that direction.
 
   “What have you done?” 
 
   Caron had Shadiyah by the arms and was giving her a sharp shake to try and snap her out of whatever had overcome her. The problem was that she did not want to snap out of it. There was a comfort to be found in this new darkness. She could not explain it, but ever since she had taken down those animals that had attacked Assi, she longed for that feeling to return where she felt like she was in complete control.
 
   A small voice in her mind tried to tell her that it was all an illusion; that she was never truly in control of anything. She silenced that voice and then fixed Caron with a hard stare.
 
   “Let. Go.” The words were dripping with venom, but it was the total lack of emotion on her face that was the most terrifying.
 
   Caron released her grip and stepped away. A tear welled up and then flowed over the cusp of her right eye and carved its way down her cheek leaving an easy-to-follow trail in all the dust that had collected on the woman’s face.
 
   “Don’t do this, Shadiyah,” Caron almost pleaded. “Don’t let the hatred and anger sweep you away. You came here to do something good. Let that be the part of you that wins.”
 
   “Shadiyah!” a familiar voice called her name.
 
   Looking past Caron in the direction that those three people had run, Shadiyah saw Simon’s familiar form come around the corner a couple of blocks away. It was also easy to identify Mrs. Raye at his side.
 
   Without another word, she turned and took off as fast as she could run. She heard her name called again and again, but she ignored it and kept running. She had no idea where she was, but she was certain that she would not be able to stay here; nor would she be able to return to that house. That would most certainly be one of the first places that they came searching. Caron would lead them, of that Shadiyah had no doubt.
 
   At some point, she had reached the edge of town. She raced through the yard of the house that sat at the edge of the huge field that rolled away and promised wide open terrain. Being out in the wide open was not ideal, and her eyes scanned for anyplace that she might go to hide. The only thing in the near vicinity was what looked like some sort of shipping and warehousing facility. It was just through some trees and on the other side of the train tracks.
 
   She would not stay there, but perhaps she could lose any pursuit by ducking in and maybe breaking into one of the buildings. Surely there would be plenty of places to hide.
 
   She tripped once as she was crossing the tracks and felt a sharp pain shoot up from her ankle. Cursing, she shook off the pain and pushed on. At last she reached her target destination and sort of limped through the entry and the large, open freight loading area.
 
   Two figures across the way turned her direction and began their slow shamble. She considered taking them down, but decided that she could reach the building and hopefully be inside before they got to her. If she could leave them be, then they would be the problem of whoever was chasing her. One of the roll-up freight doors was open and she veered towards it, doing her best to push away the pain that had turned white hot and promised to be a problem for days to come.
 
   At last she reached the blue roll-up and laid flat on her belly after giving the approaching zombies one more look to ensure they were still far enough away. She looked into the consuming darkness. It was quiet enough even with whoever was chasing after her shouting her name on occasion for her to listen for the sounds of anything moving inside the freight bay. There did not seem to be anything, and Shadiyah sort of scooted and rolled under the door.
 
   Getting to her feet, she was not able to see much more than a short distance from where she stood. She cursed as she realized that she had not made allowances for going into anyplace dark. She had no flashlight or anything at all to illuminate the cavernous area. 
 
   After a few deep breaths to calm herself, she gave the air a good sniff. Nothing indicated that any walking dead were inside with her. That was a small relief, but a relief none the less. Making her way to the wall on her left, she began to feel her way along in search for any sort of door.
 
   She was surprised when her hands felt a pane of glass. She felt a little further and discovered the door. Unfortunately, it was locked and so she made her way back to the window. She shed her jacket and wrapped it around her sword wielding hand and gave the window a good backhand, smashing through it with the pommel of her weapon.
 
   After clearing any glass so that she would not cut herself, she climbed through. As soon as she did, she froze. Mixing with the musty air was the distinct smell of death and the acrid addition of undeath.
 
   Could zombies see in the dark? she wondered. She certainly hoped not as she pressed against a wall and began to feel her way deeper into the building.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “The woman was mad!” one of the two women that had been part of Cedric’s hunting patrol managed through gasps as she struggled to catch her breath.
 
   “She killed your mate as well as Miles Wilson,” the surviving man added. There was a splatter of blood that had sprayed across his face and was dripping down the man’s left cheek. It took Simon looking closer to realize that the man was not actually injured.
 
   “My mate?” Simon was confused.
 
   “Cedric,” the other woman sobbed.
 
   Simon did not need to ask the question. He looked at the stranger that had accompanied the three surviving members of Cedric’s crew. Obviously it was not this woman who had committed these acts. More likely, she had been travelling with the culprit. Still, he needed to hear it for himself for some reason.
 
   “Who did this?” Simon locked eyes with the stranger.
 
   “Her name is Shadiyah,” the woman replied. “She was coming here with a message for you.”
 
   Simon felt his stomach tighten. Could she be harboring a grudge for all of them? Was she going to try and kill him? Mrs. Raye? Surely not little Annie.
 
   “What was the message?’ Simon forced himself to sound calm and as confident as possible.
 
   “Your sister Miranda has been taken care of.”
 
   That single sentence caused a rather broad variety of reactions. For the two women who had seen Shadiyah kill Cedric as well as one of their own, they assumed that meant this terrible woman had likely killed Simon’s sister. Mrs. Raye actually gave a rather stern look to Simon. Nelson raised an eyebrow that could have been concern or confusion. However, for Simon, it was an amazing sense of relief. He had not realized how much leaving Miranda behind as one of those things had weighed on his soul.
 
   “I am going after her,” Simon finally announced. 
 
   “You aren’t going out there alone,” Mrs. Raye insisted. “Like it or not, you have a responsibility to this town. You can’t just go putting yourself in harm’s way”
 
   “She’s correct,” Nelson agreed. “I will come along.”
 
   By the time all the debates over who was and who was not going, it ended up being Simon, Nelson, Bruce Bates—the man who was only male to survive the recent encounter with Shadiyah—and Dawn; her being brought along was Mrs. Raye’s one condition that this be allowed at all. (Simon would discuss that little notion with her later as far as her putting forth edicts when it came to what he could and could not do.)
 
   “You need to have a woman with you,” Mrs. Raye had insisted. The stranger had spoken up in agreement, insisting that Shadiyah held some sort of firm prejudice against men. If they were going to have any chance of bringing her back alive as Simon had insisted they would be doing, then a woman needed to be part of the team.
 
   The group took off in the direction that Shadiyah had been seen to flee. Fortunately, the woman had run across a field that was verdant with knee-high shoots of whatever had been planted. Her trail would be simple to follow.
 
   As they left behind the streets of Micklefield for the nearby farmland, the undead became part of the problem. Simon called the group to a halt for just a moment to try and make sense of what he was seeing.
 
   Perhaps twenty or so zombies were visible. They had all turned and were walking away from Micklefield. If he could draw a line from the zombies on either side of the trail, he could almost follow Shadiyah’s path using them like homing devices. That would be something to keep in mind.
 
   It did not take long to discern where it was that she looked to be headed. Simon gave the word to the group and had them all spread out to deal with the walkers. It was a quick and almost boring exercise as they dispatched them. At least in Simon’s case; not one of his targets even paid him any heed until he was almost upon it. Then, as the noise he made during that final approach was enough to be heard, the zombie would lurch to a halt and begin to turn. Not one of them had even completed that action before he caved in the back or side of the skull.
 
   At last they reached the train tracks. This was initially where the trail went cold until Simon heard a distant pounding noise. The sound came from some sort of shipping facility with multiple cargo bays along the front of the building. That is where two zombies now stood. A blue roll-up cargo door was open just a bit at the bottom. It looked like barely enough room for a person to squeeze through. The zombies were both pawing and pounding on that single door.
 
   “Okay, it looks like she went in there.” Simon turned to face his companions. “We can go about this one of two ways. The first is that we could split up and try to find her. The second is that we obviously stay together.”
 
   “You want her brought back alive, yeah?” Nelson confirmed.
 
   “That’s correct.” Simon gave a curt nod.
 
   “Then I vote we stay together. If we split, then we lose the entire reason for bringing Dawn. This woman is unhinged according to what we were told. If we happen upon her without our Dawn, this could go bad in a hurry. I won’t allow some woman to kill me or anybody else just so we can bring her back alive,” Nelson proclaimed.
 
   “Aye,” Bruce agreed. “You didn’t see the way her face almost seemed to take pleasure in the death of Cedric and Miles. I’ve known Miles since primary school. He was always the bloke who helped people. He joined the hunters because he was afraid that we might not treat those survivors we may encounter with kindness. And now he is dead. All he was trying to do was bring this girl to you so that she could make things clear about Cedric.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Simon asked.
 
   “She says that Cedric was involved in the rape and murder of her sister. She says that you knew.” 
 
   Bruce had moved away from Simon just a bit. The hand holding onto his weapon had also moved just enough to bring the blade, still dripping with gore from having just killed a handful of zombies, around in front of him as if he believed he might need to use it shortly.
 
   “Cedric was not involved,” Simon replied calmly. 
 
   He knew that the situation could escalate quickly and in a very bad way for him. He explained the entire ordeal that happened back at the Clyde Court Towers. He did omit the part about it being Cedric that bonked him on the head and kept the story restricted to what had happened to Assi. He also told about Cedric’s revelation in regards to him being a detective. 
 
   “Why didn’t he let everybody else know?” Nelson asked with a shake of his head. “It would have been nice to know who we had helping us. Bloody hell, he might have been nominated to be the town leader if we would have known that.”
 
   “That is why he kept his mouth shut. I think he liked the idea of remaining undercover in a manner of speaking.” Simon allowed himself a sigh of relief when he saw Bruce’s weapon arm ease down to his side. “Now…if there is nothing else, I believe that we should resume our chase. If we continue to delay, she could be to bloody Bradford by the time we get moving.”
 
   That earned some chuckles and they headed as a group for the two zombies clawing and slapping at the blue roll-up door. Nelson and Simon each took one and made short work of them. As Dawn and Bruce dragged the bodies out of the way, it took the effort of both men and then the others joining in to get the door up more than the foot or so it was already raised.
 
   The discussion had been brief when it came to them simply dropping down and scooting underneath. It was Nelson’s comment that made everybody stop and then, after a few seconds of silence, burst into raucous laughter.
 
   “I am still a good three or four months of being enrolled in the Zombie Apocalypse diet before my gut scoots through a space that slim.”
 
   The light poured into the open cargo bay revealing stacks of crates and boxes strapped down to loading pallets. A quick glance revealed that most of what was in this particular bay to be a hodge-podge of spare parts for a plumbing contractor.
 
   “Business storage units,” Simon announced. “These aren’t shipping bays…this place is a storage facility for various businesses. There may be things here worth looking into once we finish with Shadiyah.” He pointed to the broken window. “Now, let’s go find her before we lose her for good.”
 
   The group headed for the window, but Nelson paused at the door and gave it a tug to no avail. He joined the group with an unapologetic shrug. “Never know if you don’t try.”
 
   Dawn went first and opened the door for the group. “We need to be ready. Smell that?” She waved with her arm down the long corridor. “We got zoms close.”
 
   Bruce pulled out a flashlight and clicked it on. He handed it to Simon with what was very close to reverence “We are only supposed to use these in emergency, I say this qualifies.”
 
   “Yeah, not likely to be able to pop in to the market to grab batteries any time soon,” Simon said with a wistful sigh.
 
   He resumed his position in the lead of the pack and pulled up at the first corner where the smell was becoming much stronger. Peeking around, he saw a body that had been torn apart several days ago by the looks of things. Flies buzzed around the long since coagulated and dried pools of blood speckled with chunks of what had probably fallen out of a zombie’s mouth while it tore away bits and chewed with little regard for manners.
 
   Sitting just a few feet away from the main stain on the floor was a head. Its eyes flicked slightly at the movement when Simon and his group stepped into this new corridor. A small flight of stairs going up to a walkway, where a row of windows that revealed sunlight waited along with an open door, was the only obvious exit from this area. On the stairs were three zombies that looked to have been killed very recently as each had dark fluid dripping from their assorted head wounds.
 
   “I definitely want this woman on our side,” Nelson mumbled as he walked past one zombie that was missing the top third of its skull.
 
   The group stepped outside once again. Each of them began searching for any signs of Shadiyah. Dawn tugged his arm and pointed. She was jogging across a marshy field and headed directly for what looked to have been some sort of quarry.
 
   “Well?” Simon turned to the others. “What do we do? We can give chase or we can simply let this go and return home. She has the jump on us and there is no sense in chasing one person all across the bloody countryside.”
 
   “She killed Miles,” Bruce said with grim determination. “I can’t speak for Cedric, but Miles was a good bloke and didn’t deserve what happened.”
 
   “And I agree. But should we continue this at the risk of all our lives?” Simon pressed. “Running around like this exposes us to zombies and who knows what else. I doubt that she is the worst thing prowling the country these days.”
 
   “I say we return home,” Nelson finally spoke up, raising his hand in a sort of informal vote.
 
   “Agreed,” Dawn said.
 
   Bruce looked out across the marshy field at the figure that was becoming little more than a dot as the woman continued to move away. At last he dropped his head.
 
   “Agreed.”
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   Bait
 
    
 
   Shadiyah slid down the sand embankment and came up with a swift swing of her blade that took the closest zombie in the side of the head. Unfortunately, she did not have enough momentum behind her swing to cut through, and her weapon became stuck in the head of her target.
 
   Yanking one of her shorter bladed weapons free, she dropped to her knees to avoid the sweeping arms of the next zombie. She came up and drove the weapon through the underside of the chin and into the brain pan. She jerked back hard and fast to avoid having the weapon wrenched from her hands as the large man, who looked like he had worked in the quarry, fell sideways.
 
   Twice she had glanced back the way that she’d come to see if Simon and the others were still on her tail. She had risked one look just before she jumped clear of the fence that had bordered the side of the place where she had approached. Four small figures were still back at that storage facility and showed no sign of pursuit. That had prompted mixed feelings. There was a part of her that was relieved to not be chased. The other aspect of her emotional whirlpool was a profound sadness. 
 
   What had happened between her and Cedric might have been something that she could have worked past with Simon and the other survivors that he looked to have entrenched himself with in Micklefield. However, she was no idiot. Killing that stranger had put her on the outside. She was a murderer. There was no way to make the truth easier to digest. This was not a simple misunderstanding like back at that pool area of that inn. 
 
   She had spent less than ten seconds trying to rationalize her recent actions. There was no way to convince herself that what she had just done to that man was in any way justifiable. So, since that was the case and her new reality, then perhaps she should stop trying to hold herself back.
 
   By the time she had put down the dozen or so zombies in the area, she had allowed that veil of blackness that she so desired to cover her mind to take hold. She crossed the quarry and made her way to the road that ran along the front of this massive gouge in the earth, making no effort to alter her path and avoid any of the walking dead along the way.
 
   The more I kill, the easier it will become, she thought as she used the belt knife on her hip to take down a large woman with a hideous bowl cut and large, sagging breasts that had been savaged by the undead attackers that had added her to their ranks. After all, her train of thought continued as she walked up to a tall, lanky man who was wearing the tattered remains of a button-up shirt with a red and blue striped tie, if I am going to start taking down the evil that remains in this world…I am still just substituting one monster for another.
 
   By the time Shadiyah reached the road, she had managed to banish anything that remained of her conscience to the darkest corner of her mind. She had lined up one justification after another in order to give herself permission to become a new incarnation. 
 
   She would roam the country for as long as whatever god might exist deemed that she was worthy to do so. Her mission would be to hunt the hunters…prey on the predators. She let that thought marinate in her soul, and that was what occupied her mind when she came upon a small van that had been smashed into by a rickety old flatbed truck. Her reflection was thrown back at her in the windshield and it made her pause. She ignored the undead creature in the driver’s seat as she pulled the side mirror out to get a better look at herself.
 
   “This won’t do at all,” she groused as she took in the reflection looking back at her.
 
   She was splattered with dark blood that left black speckles all over her face which, even without the blood, was in dire need of a wash. Her hair was a tangled mess that hung clumped in some places by who-knew what. The clothing she wore was probably able to stand up if she took it off and leaned it in a corner.
 
   She shuddered and then actually laughed at the idea of what she might attract looking like this. However, this was not going to work at all. She needed to clean up and make herself more appealing. 
 
   She considered the possibilities and decided that, while it would not be wise to stay in the house that she had shared with Caron since the woman would undoubtedly lead Simon and his people there in order to capture her, she could make a quick trip there and gather some supplies as well as get cleaned up. From the house, she would then venture into Garforth. That would be the most likely location to find monsters.
 
   Feeling surprisingly happy, Shadiyah made her way to the place she once thought she might be able to call home. She tapped on the glass as she climbed up and over the Mercedes with its securely belted-in eternal occupant reaching impotently for her. She was almost to the door when she heard the sounds of glass breaking inside the house.
 
   She paused and willed her hearing to sharpen. Whether or not that desire helped, she was soon able to make out muffled voices.
 
   Men!
 
   Rushing to the front door in a crouch, she peered into the gloom and shadows. Whoever was inside was not visible in the entry hall. Holding her breath to try and eliminate any source of ambient noise, she continued to listen. Laughter drifted out to her from someplace inside, but it was impossible to pinpoint it.
 
   She tested the doorknob and smiled when it turned. Of course she and Caron had not thought to lock the place when they left. Besides the fact that they had not located a set of keys (although Shadiyah was fairly certain that they could be located in the ignition of the silver Mercedes at the front gate), they had both agreed that locking doors was a pointless exercise in the face of a zombie apocalypse.
 
   The sounds of more glass being broken caused her to jump just as she slipped through the front door. The voices grew louder, and now that she was inside the house, she could make them out a bit more clearly.
 
   “C’mon, ladies, is there any need for that?” a peculiar sounding voice scolded.
 
   “Makes me feel better,” another voice snapped in response.
 
   “Are we here to find supplies or act like fools?” the first voice continued, obviously not happy with the behavior of his companion or companions if that proved to be the case.
 
   “You want to have us put you right back where we found you?” a new voice slurred, sounding as if the owner had spent a majority of the apocalypse in a pub.
 
   “Is that a real question or are you making a threat?”
 
   Shadiyah did not know what it was about the owner of that strange sounding voice, but she liked him. She might actually let him live if the opportunity made itself available.
 
   “I think I have had just about enough of you,” the slurred voice growled. 
 
   There was another crash and a shout. A few seconds later, the sounds of somebody running her direction could be heard. That was accompanied by another tremendous crash, and this time, shards of glass erupted from just up ahead as whatever had been thrown exploded against the wall near where the stairs going up were located.
 
   Shadiyah had her scimitar drawn and was prepared for whatever came around that corner…almost. It could have been a number of things and she would have given it no thought at all as she swung her weapon and did her best to cleave whatever it was that appeared. The one thing that caught her by surprise was the dwarf who rounded that corner and briefly skidded to a halt, obviously surprised by her presence as well.
 
   Her brain had just a second to register the fact that any swing she might have taken would have missed had she done so. She was set to basically decapitate her victim, and a blind swing with that in mind at this exact moment would have obviously sailed high.
 
   The man shot a look over his shoulder, but the lack of footfalls in pursuit told everything. Whoever he had been speaking with was obviously not in the mood to actually give chase. He quickly brought his stubby finger to his lips and made the universal sign for her to keep quiet.
 
   The diminutive man pointed to the door behind her and gave a nod of his head. For just a moment, Shadiyah considered simply skewering the man and then moving on, but she had heard things in the exchange upstairs that had given her the notion to spare this man if she was given the chance. Well…the chance was right here.
 
   They slipped outside and moved over in front of the large attached garage where they would be out of sight from any of the upstairs windows. The man kept eyeing her scimitar, but she was not about to put it away. She did notice that he appeared unarmed. Still, looks might be deceiving. After all, wasn’t that exactly what she was counting on?
 
   “Was this your home, miss?’ the man whispered. She guessed him to be Irish judging by the accent.
 
   “Yes,” she lied. Actually, she told herself, that was only a partial lie. She had claimed it a few days ago, but he didn’t need to know the details.
 
   “Then I profoundly apologize. And I would like to say that everything will be okay, but I am afraid my companions are in the cups. The good news is that they won’t likely stay.”
 
   “Oh,” she patted the scimitar, “of that you can be certain.”
 
   The little man seemed to consider her for a moment with something like sadness. At last, after an incredible cracking sound that caused windows to vibrate in their frames, the man squeezed his eyes shut and then continued.
 
   “Those are some nasty fellows. The lot of us were in the clink when all this zombie nonsense started. Got picked up after a wee bit of a tussle in one of the local drinking establishments. What we did…” He paused and shook his head as if clearing it of a nasty memory. “What they did that allowed us to get out? It’s just not fit to tell in mixed company. Do yourself a favor and find someplace to hide for a bit. They’ll be on their way soon enough. I’ll even stick around and help with the cleanin’ if that will help.”
 
   “I’m sorry…what did you say your name was?” Shadiyah asked with a cock of her head.
 
   “Paddy O’ Rourke, at your service.” The man gave a low bow and came up with a smile that quickly faded as her intentions were obviously etched on her face.
 
   “Thank you for the kindness, Paddy,” Shadiyah said, touching the man’s shoulder as she started past. “But I think I can take care of this.”
 
   She was at the door when a thought struck her. She turned, seeing that the man was still regarding her. His face brightened for an instant until she spoke.
 
   “How many?”
 
   With a deep sigh that seemed much bigger than his small figure should allow, he replied, “Two…just two now that I have gone.”
 
   Turning on her heel, Shadiyah went to the front door, opened it, and stepped inside.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon stood outside the front door and watched the setting sun carve a purple bruise into the clouds that were giving way. He had his very own shaft of light to stand in and enjoyed how warm it felt on his face. Inside the townhouse, Mrs. Raye, that new woman Caron, and Annie were eating beans and some stale bread that she had toasted over a fire that still crackled and snapped, sending little embers skyward with the smoke.
 
   Several of the Micklefield citizens were walking past the house. A few even made a weak attempt at waving as they returned home from the service that Geoff had given for Miles. Simon had stood in the back of the church feeling very out of place. 
 
   It wasn’t that he did not feel bad for the friends and family of Miles Carson, or even Cedric or Sydney, or whatever the hell the man’s name was; it was simply that he did not know the man. With all the death that had occurred in the past several weeks, he was starting to feel just a little numb.
 
   Looking west towards the setting sun, he noticed that the haze in the direction of Leeds was thinning. Maybe the fires were finally burning out. Not that he would be heading into that place anytime soon. There were plenty of places with fewer zombies that they could pick through as they began to stockpile their resources.
 
   “You ready?” Caron asked him as she stepped outside.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Simon gave himself a mental pat down. He had his mace, a nifty machete that Nelson had given him at the little memorial service, and two knives on his belt. He had opted to leave the rifle with Mrs. Raye. He was simply not comfortable with using the thing. He had as much chance of shooting himself as he did a zombie.
 
   “You do realize that she is not an idiot. I just don’t see her going back there.” Caron pulled the door shut and followed Simon down the walkway.
 
   “I still need to look. I can’t believe that she came all the way here just to tell me that she had put my sister to rest.”
 
   “I think she was just doing it to square things between you. She felt that she owed you something for leaving her a note?” Caron ended that last sentence as a question. She had never actually seen a note and had to know if it was real or just an excuse by Shadiyah.
 
   “I just told her where we were going in case she wanted to join us. I can’t fathom anybody that would want to spend the rest of their lives alone. And these days, that is asking for death…or worse.”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of making this trip when night is falling,” Caron complained, although she already knew the reason. If there was any chance that Shadiyah was still at the house, it was probably a narrow window of opportunity.
 
   “I told you that you could draw me a map,” Simon reminded.
 
   Caron sighed and followed Simon over a fence. They were now officially outside of the protective barricades of Micklefield. She had only been there a short time, but already it had made an impression. There was a sense of safety and well-being in that little village setting. She knew that it was an illusion, but still, it beat the feeling of being exposed that overflowed every pore with a sense that was very close to dread.
 
   It was not long before they had to pull out their weapons. She briefly wondered if it might be the fact that they were wearing lights strapped to their heads. The dark shapes coming at them were moaning, but in their midst the sound of a baby cry could be heard. Caron froze in her tracks. How could that be possible?
 
   “What’s wrong?” Simon asked as the woman just suddenly stopped walking.
 
   “You don’t hear that?” Caron asked in return.
 
   “What?” Simon paused and then let out an uneasy laugh. “You mean the town crier? Some of the zombies make that noise for whatever reason.”
 
   “That is terrible.”
 
   “I imagine it has cost more than a few people their lives,” Simon agreed.
 
   Together, the pair moved in and took down the zombies. It was surprisingly simple, and Simon said as much when they had dispatched the last one.
 
   “Would you rather we be dealing with Danny Boyle’s sprinting lunatics?” Caron scoffed as she wiped off her blade before putting it back in its sheath.
 
   “Of course not, but it is just so strange to see this happen for real. I saw a few of those shows back when I was younger. Always thought that I would be some sort of hero that rallied people together and took a stand,” Simon said wistfully.
 
   “Isn’t that exactly what is happening?”
 
   “Not really.” Simon was quiet for a moment as the pair walked along in the darkness under a full moon whose beauty was benefitting from the clearing sky.
 
   “Last I checked, weren’t you basically voted in by the people of Micklefield to run things?”
 
   “Mrs. Raye is the real rudder to that ship,” Simon admitted with a sigh. “I listen to pretty much everything that she has to say and use that to make my decisions when I am asked to do so.”
 
   “A good leader knows to surround himself with the right people. Nobody is going to have all the answers. You are smart to rely on people who will give you their help.”
 
   “Yeah,” Simon agreed. “But with Mrs. Raye, you are never certain if you are taking advice or being led by the nose to a specific point.”
 
   Caron chuckled. “Yeah, I sort of picked up on that with her. What is her deal?”
 
   Simon proceeded to fill their travel time with the whole story (as he saw it) about his little group; he also gave more of the story regarding Shadiyah and Cedric. He tried to do his best not to editorialize, especially when it came to Cedric. He left out the part about his having been bitten.
 
   “Wow, you guys had a nasty go of it,” Caron said after hearing everything. “I still don’t really understand why Shadiyah wanted to come see you and tell you that she took care of your sister, and when are you going to let people know that you were bit?”
 
   There was an absolute silence between them for several heartbeats. Simon finally stopped walking and folded his arms across his chest.
 
   “Who told you?” He was going to have to give Mrs. Raye a stern talking to if she had revealed this to a stranger. Granted, this stranger was going to be travelling alone with him, so perhaps she had the right to know. Still, shouldn’t that be his choice?
 
   “Shadiyah.”
 
   Once again an odd silence fell. At last, Simon found his voice. “How could she know?”
 
   “She said that your sister had dried blood around her mouth. I don’t think it was a stretch to guess who she bit.” Caron paused, and then continued. “Actually, seeing you was some very good news for me.”
 
   She explained how she had been bitten and that she believed herself to be a goner all the way up until she saw Simon. To actually be able to confirm (based on his reaction) that he had indeed been bitten all those days ago and had not died and turned was a blessing. Simon listened and suddenly found himself liking this woman.
 
   They were actually having a casual conversation when they heard the screams. They both froze and shut their mouths in order to be able to try and pinpoint wherever the source of that terrible scream had originated. 
 
   “That is a man,” Simon whispered.
 
   “Poor bastard,” Caron breathed. “And it is in the direction we are going.”
 
   Another scream came, this one ending with a suddenness that sent chills down Simon’s spine. It sounded like somebody had just suffered an amazingly terrible ending. What it did not sound like was somebody that had just been eaten by a zombie. There was a hitch-and-go to those screams; as opposed to whenever somebody was being torn apart and could not actually get a full enough breath for a long shriek. This particular person had given a good, long cry of pain.
 
   “Come on,” Simon finally said, breaking into a jog.
 
   “What?” Caron grabbed his arm and spun him around. “Are you mad?”
 
   “I have been just letting things go since this started. Maybe if I would have actually acted like the police officer that I was going to become…or at least thought I was…maybe then, Shadiyah would still be with us. Maybe Miranda—”
 
   “You did nothing wrong with Miranda. From what you said, you tried to take care of her in every way possible. I think that we are just lucky. I don’t know if we will meet anybody else like us, but we are truly blessed.”
 
   “I can’t just ignore—” Simon began, but Caron cut him off, jerking him hard so that he almost fell.
 
   “That is coming from the Bitt house…the one we were headed for,” she hissed.
 
   “That makes no sense,” Simon said with a frown. 
 
   “I think it makes perfect sense,” Caron breathed as she let go of Simon and started for the house.
 
   “What? Wait…now you are going to the house?” Simon was very confused. “You just tried to stop me and now you are just going to march right up?”
 
   “Shadiyah is still here,” Caron whispered over her shoulder. “I would be willing to wager on it.”
 
   Simon stood there for a few seconds until what the woman had just said finally sunk in. He hurried to catch up, his hands fumbling as he weighed the desire to protect himself against showing up and confronting Shadiyah with a weapon drawn that might send her over the edge.
 
   They reached the rock wall and the Mercedes that had crashed into the gate with its owner still inside and trying in futility to get at the living beings that climbed up onto the hood and vaulted over. There was a glow from within the house, but it was diffused enough that Simon guessed it to be well inside.
 
   Caron tried the front door and stepped inside the entry hall. Simon joined her, wincing when he stepped on some broken glass. The sounds of sobbing could be heard, and hopefully they were loud enough so that his little noise did not get caught. 
 
   It was obvious that the person doing the crying and begging was male. There was a smell that Simon was trying to identify when he heard the distinctive sound of sizzling flesh. He gagged a little when he realized that his mouth had started to water at the smell of cooking meat when that sizzle was quickly drowned out by the accompanying scream.
 
   “Yes, keep it up,” a familiar voice cooed. “That should bring a few of those nasty zombies. Right? So scream some more. There will not be anybody coming to help you.”
 
   “I think you’ve made your point, lass,” another voice said. “The boy has probably learned his lesson. In any case…I don’t believe either of them will be hurting anybody ever again.”
 
   “You can go if you like. I’m not done,” Shadiyah’s voice hissed. “Consider that your final warning.”
 
   “Suit yourself. I’ll be on my way then.”
 
   Simon and Caron looked around frantically for someplace to hide. They settled on ducking behind the island counter in the kitchen. They made it just as footsteps came at a steady pace into the living room and paused. Both of them held their breath in the hopes that they would not be discovered.
 
   As the crunch of glass came, announcing that whoever it was that had been with Shadiyah (supposedly of his own free will) was about to walk out the door, Simon risked a peek. He was more than a little surprised to see a man who could barely be much past three feet tall; and there was no doubt with the red stubble on his face that this was a man and not a child. 
 
   “I wish you well, lass. But I fear those demons living behind your eyes will soon consume your soul.” With that, the Irishman left.
 
   Simon and Caron stared at each other with a mix of confusion and concern. At last, Simon whispered, “Let’s go get her.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah stared at the door for a moment. A small part of her wanted to take the advice Paddy had tried to give her. She could walk away from this now and start over.
 
   “That is the beautiful thing about a zombie apocalypse, lass,” he had said with his big smile that almost looked like it would split his round face in two. “Every single day for the rest of your life is like a reset button has been pressed. Did you do something naughty? Well, unless you are in a group of people, there is nobody to hold it against you. Hell, if you do something really horrible and cause somebody to be eaten by those stench ridden sacks of pus, well, they’re gone and nobody will be the wiser. Reset.”
 
   Shadiyah was also just a bit confused. According to Paddy, these two men had treated him poorly. Supposedly, they had hung him from a lamp post at one point and used him as bait for the zombies so that they could slip in and out of a small market. How could he be okay with that? How could he allow these horrible individuals to exist in this world another day?
 
   She had walked in as calm as you please. Her first break came when the bigger of the two was actually right by the stairs with his back to her as she came up from behind. She had hacked into the back of his legs. While the man rolled around on the floor, bleeding and screaming his head off, she had jumped over and positioned herself beside the doorway of the room where the lantern cast its bright white glow.
 
   When the second man emerged, Shadiyah came in low on him as well. Her blade sliced across the Achilles tendon and put this man down beside his companion. By the time Paddy arrived, she was standing over the pair feeling very pleased with herself.
 
   “By the Virgin Mother,” Paddy had gasped.
 
   “Tie them up,” Shadiyah said calmly.
 
   Now that he was gone, she wondered if he had done so out of fear of her. Whatever the reason, he had properly secured both men who, upon seeing their former companion, began to hurl threats and insults through their clenched teeth. It no longer amazed her at how man could push through anything to express hate and evil intent. One of them had his hamstrings severed, the other those cord-like tendons on the back of his feet—that was evidenced by the peculiar little rope that poked from one of the wounds as the tendon had jutted through the opening.
 
   The one with the hamstring injuries was bleeding the worst and so Shadiyah went to work on him first. She did not want him to die before she managed to deal out her new brand of justice.
 
   “If I let you go…what will you do with me?” she purred, leaning down in the man’s face, tracing his nose with the knife that she had pulled from the sheath on his belt.
 
   “Before or after I cut your tits off?” the man managed through clenched teeth and a jaw so tight that she believed another ounce of pressure would cause both to shatter.
 
   “Good answer,” Shadiyah said calmly as she pulled away and stood. 
 
   Reaching down, she undid the man’s trousers and pulled out his manhood. Before he had the chance to make a lewd or vile remark, she severed it with his own knife. When he screamed, she stuffed the meat into his mouth and slammed him in the temple with the hilt of the sharp little blade.
 
   “What the…” was all that Paddy managed to say before his eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
 
   Shadiyah stepped back as the man began to choke. She actually found it funny and began to laugh as the man’s face turned a horrific shade of red, then purple. He bucked and strained against the binding to no avail as blood gushed from between his legs. Eventually he twitched a few times and stopped moving. 
 
   Shadiyah turned to the second man who was now blubbering through what sounded to her like the Lord’s Prayer. “…on Earth as it is in Heaven…”
 
   “Do you really think he is listening?” Shadiyah mocked as she approached the man who was now wide-eyed and pale. His lips continued to move fervently, but no sound came out any longer.
 
   Stopping beside Paddy, Shadiyah knelt and caressed the man’s brow. He moaned softly but remained unconscious. Standing, she eyed the man tied to the wooden chair.
 
   “Water.”
 
   He continued to stare at her, his mouth still moving soundlessly. Sweat had begun to trickle down his face and into his eyes. When she stomped over to him and hissed the word “water” again, he responded by wetting himself.
 
   “Not what I had in mind,” she said flatly. “Where is your water? I won’t ask again.”
 
   The man nodded to a green bag sitting beside the bed where his companion lay dead. Shadiyah actually flashed a smile and thanked the man before going over and rummaging around until she discovered a bottle. Returning to Paddy, she poured a little on his forehead. When he still did not respond, she poured more.
 
   The man snorted, drawing a good amount of liquid up his nostrils. This caused him to hack and cough. 
 
   “You’re okay.” Shadiyah lifted the man’s head a bit and patted him on his stubbled cheeks.
 
   “Lass…what have you done?” the man coughed as he sat up slowly and accepted the bottle of water.
 
   “I have started making this world a better place.”
 
   Getting to her feet, she walked over to the man tied to the chair and knelt so that she was at eye level with him. She traced his face with the point of the knife that was still dripping with the blood of the body on the bed.
 
   “So, what were you in jail for?” she whispered. 
 
   The man licked his lips and opened his mouth three or four times before he was actually able to speak. “Public intoxication and creating a nuisance,” he finally managed meekly. “I weren’t hurting nobody. Just blowing off some steam after a bad week. When the coppers came to the pub I might have called one of them a wanker. He told me that I would be arrested for verbally assaulting an officer if I called him a wanker again. So, I asked him if I would be in trouble for thinking he was a wanker. He told me that he couldn’t arrest me for my thoughts…so I said ‘Good, because I really think you’re a bloody wanker’ and that is when I got cuffed.”
 
   A chuckle from behind her made Shadiyah turn around. Paddy threw his hands over his mouth and then waved her off. “Sorry, lass, but that is a wee bit funny. I think you should spare this young man simply because of his wit.”
 
   “I let him go and then what?” Shadiyah challenged. “How can you even consider letting this animal continue to draw breath after what he did to you?”
 
   “It weren’t me doing those things. I was as much under Ivan’s thumb as the wee man there,” the man in the chair said. He craned his neck at Paddy to see if he might get some support, but Shadiyah grabbed him by the face and jerked him back to look at her.
 
   “Then you are weak and one of those types who commit terrible things while excusing yourself by saying you were just doing as you were told. So when Ivan maybe tells you to rape some girl…then you have a built in excuse, yeah?”
 
   “We weren’t doin’ nothing like that…I swear. In fact, we even helped one poor girl that was trapped in a shop by a few of the stenches. Escorted her to her flat and everything.”
 
   Shadiyah turned to Paddy with a raised eyebrow for confirmation. She saw him look past her to the man in the chair, and his expression drooped just a bit. He looked back up at her and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “They told me about it. I was in the flat we was using and guarding the supplies we had managed to scrounge up while they went out looking for more.”
 
   “But if they were treating you so bad, why didn’t you take that chance to run?” 
 
   “And go where, lass? The streets are full of the walking dead. Alone, you have nobody to watch your back. I am looking for my cousin Seamus, but he was in London when all of this happened. We left Leeds and were making our way south, but that is not an easy task these days.” Paddy walked up to Shadiyah and took her by the hand holding the knife. “Why don’t you let that poor bloke go? You can come with me to London. We will look for Seamus and make a go of surviving this madness. If anybody will be alive down in London, it will be Seamus O’ Hara. The man is a walking mountain of muscle and meat.”
 
   Shadiyah stared at the man for a moment and then pulled her hand away. She looked around the room, her eyes lingering on the body tied to the bed and all the blood. That small voice that begged her to accept the offer of the little man was growing louder. The image of Assi flashed in her mind and that voice went silent. 
 
   “I wish you luck, Paddy,” Shadiyah whispered. “But I can’t.”
 
   “Lass—” he began, but his mouth shut when her knife hand twitched.
 
   “I said no.” Her voice had no emotion, and was as cold as her eyes.
 
   “Maybe if—” Paddy tried again. 
 
   “No!” Shadiyah silenced him with a very sharp tone that warned him that continuing in this manner might be to his detriment. “You may leave. His fate has already been decided. I have no desire to go to London today. Perhaps someday I will head your way. If I do, then know that I will bear you no grudge or ill will. Now, perhaps it is best if you be on your way and leave me to my business.”
 
   Moving to the lantern that was sitting on a desk, she removed the hood and held the knife to the flame. She occasionally glanced over at the bound man. She did nothing but smile as the man in the chair now hurled threats and curses at her. 
 
   “Let’s see if this is ready yet.” Walking over to the man, she leaned over, but had to pull back suddenly when he lunged and his teeth snapped together with a loud clack.
 
   “You really are no better than the zombies,” she scoffed.
 
   “I am going to rip you apart, you lousy bitch!” the man snarled and then spat at her for emphasis. It was obvious that his earlier apparent fear had given way or transformed to rage.
 
   Like a snake, she struck. Grabbing the man by the hair she pressed the red hot flat of the blade to his lips. There was a hiss and a sizzle as the flesh seared. The man wailed in pain, his curses replaced by those shrieks.
 
   “Yes, keep it up,” Shadiyah cooed. “That should bring a few of those nasty zombies. Right? So scream some more. There will not be anybody coming to help you.”
 
   “I think you’ve made your point, lass,” Paddy tried once more
 
   “The boy has probably learned his lesson. In any case…I don’t believe either of them will be hurting anybody ever again.”
 
   “You can go if you like. I’m not done,” Shadiyah’s voice hissed. “Consider that your final warning.”
 
   “Suit yourself. I’ll be on my way then.”
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   Face Off
 
    
 
   As the door shut and the little man exited, Simon gave the word and he rushed up the stairs with Caron coming right behind. There was another horrible scream on the heels of the sound of sizzling flesh. 
 
   When he reached the top of the stairs, Simon stopped so suddenly that Caron slammed into his back and almost rebounded hard enough to topple backwards down the stairs. Shadiyah was standing behind a man bound to a chair. She had a handful of his hair and used it to jerk his head back in a terribly awkward manner that looked painful in and of itself.
 
   “Shaddi!” Simon barked.
 
   The woman who looked up at him barely resembled the girl he had known. Her eyes were wild and gleaming with evil malice. She was splattered in blood, both old and new. Some of it was black and indicated that it was likely from the undead, but the rest had obviously come from the living. Her hair was a frightful wig of snarls and tangles with bits of leaves and twigs caught in it. Her clothing was filthy and not fitting of the lowliest scratter you might find sleeping in an alley or under a rubbish bin.
 
   “Simon?” 
 
   For a moment, the woman’s face changed and her features softened just enough that a hint of her old self could be seen. If he would have blinked at that moment, he would have missed it; it was gone that fast. The hardness came down and locked itself into place.
 
   “Come home with me,” Simon whispered. He took another step into the room, actually having to concentrate and force his foot to rise up and move forward.
 
   “I can’t,” Shadiyah said, her voice sounding strangled.
 
   “Yes. If you come with me now, everything will be okay. We will get through things together. Both of us have lost our sisters. Both of us hurt, but if we lean on each other, we will be stronger and we will get through this.” 
 
   Simon took another step closer but stopped when he saw the knife press against the exposed throat of the terrified man in the chair. A tiny line of ruby red life fluid welled and began to send a few small drips down the man’s exposed throat where the knife had slid an inch or two.
 
   “There is nothing for us to get through,” Shadiyah finally answered. “Our paths have gone in different directions.”
 
   “Shadiyah,” Caron stepped out from behind Simon, hands out to show she was not carrying a weapon, “it’s not too late. You are a warm, wonderful person. You witnessed something terrible, and your mind is just struggling with how to process it.”
 
   Shadiyah cocked her head to the side in a way that reminded Simon just a bit of the creepy zombie children. She seemed to be regarding Caron, but it was as if all the humanity had been stripped from the woman’s eyes. There was something dark, and he wondered if this is what the victims of serial killers saw in the end when the mask was ripped away and the charade that had been used to lure the unsuspecting victim was over.
 
   “Are you really going to use inane psycho-babble to tell me that I just need a hug and some time to grieve?” she snarled, which was even creepier since her face continued to hold almost no emotion. “Maybe a few Prozac or Diazepam will numb me while I learn how to manage my feelings? How about this…maybe I just reached my limit and am going to start giving out to the people who went  through life preying on others and have now been given free reign in the absence of law and order.”
 
   “But not everybody is like that,” Caron insisted, Simon put a hand on her arm, but she shrugged it off and took another step closer. “Your friend Simon is not like that…Mrs. Raye—”
 
   “What do you know of that woman?” The blank expression finally shattered and all the hate, anger, and anguish exploded across Shadiyah’s face. “She worked for the bloody MI5. Who knows what kind of person she really is!”
 
   “But you know what kind of person I am.” Simon edged past Caron and now stood just a few feet away from Shadiyah. “You have known me for years. We have shared many memories together. I knew your parents, your sister…so, while certainly not as great for me as it is for you, I feel the pain of their loss.”
 
   Shadiyah was silent for several seconds. Her eyes kept flicking from Simon to Caron and then to the man in the chair as if she might be weighing each of them against each other. When the tears appeared at the corners of her eyes, Simon actually breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   He had begun to fear that she had lost every ounce of her humanity. If she was still able to cry, then he had to think that there was hope for her to recover and return to at least some semblance of herself.
 
   “If you come back with us, nobody will ever have to know about…” Simon looked around the room, his eyes lingering on the body of the dead man on the bed lying in a pool of blood that was already beginning to attract flies. They paused again on the man in the chair. His face had hideous blisters where his lips should be as well as another nasty knife blade-shaped welt on his right cheek that would soon be a massive blister. 
 
   There was a small pool of blood at the man’s feet, and when Simon looked closer, he decided that the man was dead and just didn’t know it yet. His feet were secured so tight to the legs of the chair that the belts keeping him secure were acting like tourniquets. When those came off, it was likely that the man would finish bleeding out in a few short minutes.
 
   “You can trust me, Shaddi.”
 
   Simon reached out for her. There was a sudden and sharp pain in his gut. When he looked down, the knife that Shadiyah had been holding in her hands jutted from his abdomen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She ran. Twice she collided with one of the walking dead, but she just kicked and shoved until she was free, got back to her feet, and continued to run as fast as she could. In the darkness ahead, she saw the silhouette of the M1. 
 
   She reached the embankment, scrambled up, and then turned to her right and kept running until she was physically unable to go on. When that moment came, she fell to the ground in a heap and rolled onto her back. She stared at the starry sky and waited for the tears to come in a flood.
 
   She waited.
 
   And waited.
 
   When they did not come, she just continued to lie flat on her back and stare straight up. She told herself that she would just stay that way until the walking dead found her. She would not run or fight. She would let them have her and put an end to the pain and anguish that controlled her now.
 
   Eventually, a low moan came from somewhere close. She had to roll her head back and strain her neck to look. She spied a pair of feet moving through a pool of moonlight. They were right on the other side of the car that she had fallen down beside.
 
   This is it, she thought.
 
   But it wasn’t it; the zombie reached the end of the car and simply continued to shamble on its way. She needed to make a noise if she was going to bring the undead to her. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came.
 
   She closed her mouth and rolled back to lying flat. When she felt her eyes begin to droop, she rolled under the car and fell asleep. By then, she had decided that she might not want to live, but she did not want to die either. She certainly did not want to be eaten alive by zombies.
 
   Her eyes flashed open, and she tried to sit up in a hurry. That resulted in her hitting her forehead on the underside of the car she had used as a blanket and shelter for the night. Once the stars receded from her vision, she rolled out from underneath the automobile and pulled herself to her feet.
 
   Looking around in every direction, she was initially disappointed when she did not see a mob of angry villagers coming after her for murdering their beloved Simon. There was also a surprising lack of the walking dead to give her any concerns. The ones on the M1 were spread out and just staggering and stumbling along, paying her little or no interest.
 
   She walked up the road until the sign above indicated that the turnoff would take her to Garforth. Just like Leeds, it looked as if the fires had mostly died down. She considered just continuing on, but by the time she had reached this point, her mind was back on track for the idea of seeking out those who hurt others and ending them. 
 
   “You already let one get away,” she said out loud, jumping at the loudness of her own voice.
 
   Heading south, she walked along and allowed the sun to shine on her face. She knew she was filthy and needed to bathe, but at the moment, she would have to settle for bathing in the shafts of daylight. Up ahead about two or three hundred yards were a trio of the walking dead. It looked as if they were also heading into Garforth.
 
   Maybe they have relatives here, she mused, and had to stifle a giggle.
 
   When the marker beside the road indicated that she was now on the outskirts of Garforth, she reached down and touched her scimitar. That momentary comfort was quickly displaced by a feeling of frustration and even a little worry.
 
   She had none of her supplies. She had left everything back at that house, and there was absolutely no way that she could return there. Caron would have returned and told everybody of Simon’s murder by now. It would not be a stretch to think that they would send people to watch the house and wait for her return so that they could kill her. And when that day came where she knew that she absolutely wished to be dead, she now felt assured that she had at least one place where she could go and be treated to her last wish. If she was really lucky, it would be a fast death. But now was not that time, and she brushed those thoughts away and swept them under the rug in one of her mind’s darker corners.
 
   At last, she reached the entrance to a posh looking little neighborhood. The plaque at the entrance read “Cedar Ridge” on either side of the brick wall that acted as a border that separated these people from everybody else and made them their own little community. Judging by the debris, torched automobiles, and dead bodies left to decay in the streets and yards, this place had fared no better than anyplace else in the world.
 
   The first few houses had burnt down to nothing but the skeletal remains and were ugly, black monuments to their finality. The next houses, the ones that had survived the little fire, showed promise. Doors were wide open and almost inviting her inside. The one house she did see that had the front door shut also had a zombie in the window staring out at her.
 
   Walking up to the first house, she had to wave away the swarms of flies that were drawn to the three corpses in the front yard. It was easy to guess what had happened here. The front room window to the right of the door was shattered and dark stains marred the brick façade. The three bodies were splayed out on the lawn with their heads sporting a variety of nasty divots, and completely busted open in one case. The zombie that had most of its head splattered all over the ground was partially on the landing of the entry. 
 
   She paused as she went to step over the body and was fascinated how the left half of the face had managed to remain mostly intact. It was grossly misshapen, but still recognizable as a woman’s face. She felt her skin crawl as she watched a fly actually walk across the wide open eye that was staring up at her.
 
   In the entry hall was a family portrait, and Shadiyah was almost certain that what must have been the oldest daughter was the body she now thought of as ‘Flyball’. The two sons were also out front. That left the parents. She had to guess that one of them—most likely the father—had been the person to deal out the killing blows. Had either or both been bitten? She imagined that there were millions of stories that would never be told. 
 
   Every single person in the world had just lived through a pop culture event of the worst kind. She wondered if any of them had been fans of that sort of thing. Had it helped them survive? While she had been aware of zombie movies and such, it was not something she got excited about or even gave it much more than a passing glance than she did vampires, werewolves, or mummies.
 
   Ghosts? That was an entirely different matter. She absolutely believed in ghosts. Of course, she now believed in zombies as well for obvious reasons.
 
   Moving along the wall of the entry hallway that was opposite the stairs, she paused in the arch that opened to the living room and discovered the father as well as confirmation of her guess as to who had killed the zombified members of the family. Sprawled on the floor was a man; or, more accurately, his corpse. The man had slit his wrists and one hand still held the straight razor used for the gruesome task. The wife and mother of the house was still nowhere to be seen, and if she had been a zombie, it is very possible that she could have simply wandered off since the front door was wide open.
 
   As soon as she arrived at the kitchen, she knew that it was unlikely that she would find anything worth taking in the realm of food. The cupboards were all thrown open or had the doors ripped off completely and tossed on the floor.
 
   Deciding that she was in no mood to waste time since she had nothing after having left that house so suddenly, she turned around and walked out. The next house was more of the same and then there was the house with the zombie staring out at her from the window.
 
   A thought occurred to Shadiyah, and she went to the house with the zombie. It did not move from the window, but merely increased the degree of intensity that it slapped and pawed at the window. Checking the door, she frowned when she discovered it to be locked. Stepping back, and giving a look up and down the street, she kicked the door as hard as she could…and ended up falling backwards and landing on her behind in the middle of the walkway. The door was still shut, but there was a near perfect print of the bottom of her boot on the white door.
 
   Getting up and dusting herself off, she headed down the side of the house and into the back yard. It was here that she found the enclosed back porch. Breaking one of the windows was a simple matter. She allowed herself to smile when the back door proved to be unlocked.
 
   Stepping inside, she discovered that the zombie from the front window had obviously come in response to the noise and was just staggering into the kitchen as she entered and closed the door behind her. A quick stab with her scimitar ended the zombie and she made the decision to drag it outside before commencing her search. Seeing an open pantry with cans lining the shelf gave her reason to be hopeful, so she could attend to the one simple matter of housecleaning before she began the search.
 
   She decided to leave the back door open in case there might be more zombies that needed to be taken out, as well as helping to air out the house a bit. Shadiyah pulled a bottle of water from a case that sat in the floor of the pantry closet and opened a tin of Spam; she reveled in the saltiness of the minced meat and wished that she had some bread and perhaps a pickle to help finish things off properly.
 
   The house proved to be empty of any other bodies, living, undead, or otherwise. Shadiyah took that as a good sign and laughed at whoever had come through and looted the other houses but chose to skip this one just because of one zombie.
 
   By now, the sun was almost halfway done with its march across the sky. There was nothing in the way of a proper bag or pack for her to use to load up on supplies, so she fashioned one from a pair of pillow covers and grabbed a few essentials in case she had to leave in a hurry. 
 
   Once she felt like she had done enough preparation in case of emergency, she made her way to the bedroom. Shoving the large chest of drawers in front of the door, she flopped down on the bed and was asleep almost before her head touched the pillow.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How is he?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Good as we can hope,” Mrs. Raye answered. “The doc says that Caron probably gave him the small chance that he does have by leaving the knife in place until they got back. The fact that it missed everything vital is a small miracle or a big one depending on your point of view.”
 
   “And you knew this girl?” Nelson entered the house with Dawn and Melena in tow. 
 
   The three of them took a seat at the kitchen table as Mrs. Raye put cups in front of them all and then went about pouring the tea. There was not much left, but Nelson was leaving with his new team of hunters after this check in to see how Simon was doing; he had promised Mrs. Raye a secret stash from any tea that they found while out.
 
   “This girl?” Mrs. Raye finally said as she blew a wisp of steam from her cup and then took a sip. “No, this girl is a stranger to me. I should have trusted my instinct and dealt with this back at Clyde Court.”
 
   “Dealt with it how?” Melena asked after a long silence where nobody else seemed inclined to ask what she considered an obvious question.
 
   “Shadiyah started to become unhinged when her sister was raped, but after the girl killed herself, that was just more than her mind could take. I’m afraid that not everybody who survives these first few months is going to be a viable person. That poor girl had to kill both her parents, and then she had no better choice other than to leave them outside her front door. Add in having to take care of her sister who broke almost immediately, and the girl just took in more than she could handle. Minds are a funny thing. That is why some soldiers come back from battle and are basically a shell of their former selves. Call it PTSD or whatever you like, but I think we will lose a good many survivors to their own minds in this first year as we are forced to do things we never imagined.”
 
   The room was silent for several minutes except for the sipping sounds as everybody considered Mrs. Raye’s statement. That silence did not end until the front door opened and Caron entered with another woman who was decked out in what was becoming the standard hunter’s gear: heavy denim pants, a leather jacket over her black shirt, hiking boots, heavy gloves, hair cut short and tucked into a bandana and a set of goggles hanging around her neck.
 
   “Is that really a crossbow?” Nelson gasped—admiration and maybe a hint of envy in his voice.
 
   The newest member of the team patted the stock of her crossbow and beamed. “I was so mad when my husband bought this for me last year. I bet he never imagined that the first living thing I would shoot with it might be him.”
 
   Niamh Longstreet had been Melena’s recommendation for the team when it was all but demanded that every team have at least one member on it from the New Micks. Nelson trusted her judgment and had agreed despite not really knowing the woman. He’d only been aware of Connor Longstreet, Niamh’s husband on a casual basis. The man was always travelling for his job. There were many in town who whispered that it was Connor who brought the infection to Micklefield.
 
   He was not sure what exactly he disliked most about the woman before actually ever even meeting her; the fact that she was the wife of the late Connor Longstreet, that she was a New Mick, or that she was bloody Irish. Still, she had Melena’s endorsement, so he was willing to keep his thoughts and feelings to himself for now.
 
   Just on appearances, Niamh most resembled something that you might see from an artist’s rendition of a faerie. She was pale to the point of almost being blue, her hair was a series of pencil-thin red braids that virtually seemed to float around her head, her eyes had a peculiar greenish-blue and he would swear that if you stared at her ears, you could detect where they almost ended in elfish points. Her nose was overly small, her lips thin, and she had a double dose of freckles.
 
   “That’s the weapon that killed Connor Longstreet?” Dawn said with awe as she pushed back from the table and came over to give the weapon a closer look.
 
   “Aye, it is. Care to give it a try?” Niamh presented the crossbow with a smile.
 
   “Me? Oh no…I would not know where to begin,” Dawn gasped, backing away like she’d just been offered a cobra.
 
   “Aim the pointy thing away from you and pull the trigger,” Niamh laughed.
 
   “So, Nelson, you are either very liberated, or you just like gawking at females,” Mrs. Raye said with a chortle as she took in his assembled team.
 
   “Probably more of the latter,” Melena quipped. “But this is more my team than his, we just list him as the leader to keep some of the other more obnoxious blokes at bay.”
 
   “She’s not lying.” Nelson gave a shrug of his shoulders. Then, with a wink, added, “It is more of the latter.” That earned him a punch in the shoulder once Melena realized exactly what the man had just said.
 
   “We should get moving,” Melena announced a few seconds later. “If Simon does wake while we are gone, please give him our best.”
 
   “I will, child,” Mrs. Raye said as she walked the team to the door. “Give me just a minute with Caron, please.”
 
   Annie bounded down the stairs at the sound of everybody leaving and demanded hugs from the group until she reached Niamh. She seemed to consider things for a moment and then extended a polite hand to be shaken. 
 
   “My name is Annie, what’s yours?” she asked with genuine curiosity.
 
   “Niamh…Niamh Longstreet,” the woman replied as she shook the girl’s hand.
 
   “Neev? That’s a funny name…are you a fairy princess?” Annie scrunched up her nose and smiled, showing off an empty gap where she had lost one of her top front teeth.
 
   “Maybe,” the woman said with a sly smile as she walked out of the house.
 
   “I like her,” Annie announced, and then bounded back up the stairs.
 
   Once everybody was gone and it was just Mrs. Raye and Caron, the older woman pulled a bag out from the closet. She looked around once more to ensure that they were alone. Apparently satisfied that was the case, she pulled out a black triangular pouch and then another square one and handed them to Caron.
 
   “What’s this?” the woman asked tentatively as she accepted the smallish but oddly heavy parcels. 
 
   “This was in the Foxhound under the commander’s chair. It is a SIG-Sauer P226. There is one fully loaded fifteen-round magazine already in the weapon.” She pulled it from the holster and turned it on its side, her finger pointing to a small lever on the side near the grip. “The weapon is cocked in a safe mode for you to carry it loaded with one in the chamber. You slide this down and it de-cocks the weapon and makes it ready to fire. Other than that, this is a semi-automatic. When you fire the last round, the slide will come back.  This button here is the American thumb release,” she pointed to a round button just below the lever, “you push it and it releases the magazine. You just grab the next one and slide it into position, give it a firm smack to seat it and then release the slide.”
 
   “Umm…okay, but why would you give me this?” Caron accepted the handgun that Mrs. Raye presented to her and then held onto it like she feared it might suddenly attack her.
 
   “You are going out with this group, and it is still possible that Shadiyah is in the area. If she is, you have to understand that the girl is simply broken. The world we find ourselves in has no room for her. If she sees you, she might approach. If that happens, you need to be ready to put her down.”
 
   “She’s not an animal in need of a merciful death,” Caron protested, shoving the weapon back at the woman.
 
   “No, she is much worse.” Mrs. Raye did not accept the gun and made a show of putting her hands behind her back. “She is a human being that has become broken. She has no compass. If she can attack Simon, a man she has known for years and had no reason to hold ill will towards, then consider what she can do to others. Do I need to remind you of those men in the room? That one poor bloke that bled out in the chair? Both were murdered by Shadiyah, but she was not simply killing…she was engaging in torture.”
 
   “I can’t kill her.” Caron set the gun on the table along with the holster and the pouch with the two spare magazines. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I just can’t.”
 
   With that, Caron turned and walked out to join the team. Nobody asked any questions about what might have been said, and they travelled in silence towards their target destination of the outskirts of Garforth. This would be the first excursion using a flatbed truck and trailer with a winch and hitch on the front end. The entire thing had been put together by Nelson. The idea was that they could pull any of the cars blocking the path out of the way and then roll in. With the large truck, they would be able to load up supplies in much greater quantities.
 
   They took Church Lane to the A656 and then hooked around at the M1 roundabout to the A642 which would take them into East Garforth from the north side of town. The first obstacle was no surprise and they had already discussed how to tackle it while driving.
 
   The junction where the 642 began was the site of a seven car mess with a military truck in the middle of it all. From the looks, the military truck had tried to park crossways on the road to block off anybody getting onto the M1 from this area. At least two of the cars were riddled with bullet holes and one was mostly just a charred wreck. The others, and this was Nelson’s guess, had decided to try and ram the truck. It had ended poorly for all involved when at least one or more of the cars caught fire. 
 
   “How come there wasn’t some sort of explosion?” Dawn asked as they approached the scene of the wreck.
 
   “Because this isn’t the pictures,” Melena answered.
 
   After pulling one of the cars free and making enough of a space for them to get past, they were back on the road towards their target destination. Once they pulled into the residential area, the next part of their plan would be implemented. This was the trial run and would be the one that determined if other teams could use the same tactics.
 
   Dawn would stay in the truck, behind the wheel and with the engine running. Nelson would be paired with Niamh and Melena with Caron. In teams of two, they would each take a residence and take anything and everything they could carry. Food was the top priority, but they were also to give equal attention to anything to do with medicine, first aid, and hygiene.
 
   They reached the turn-in to the first neighborhood and the truck slowed. The signs at the entrance read: Cedar Ridge.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah woke and stared up at the ceiling. Despite her exhaustion, she had woken numerous times through the night as nightmares hit her with everything that her mind could think of. 
 
   Despite her ability to quell her conscience while she was awake, apparently she had not yet reached the point where her unconscious mind could dismiss or ignore her actions. She was thankful for the inability to recall any of the specifics less than a few minutes after waking up.
 
   Rolling over, she made the mistake of drawing a deep breath and sat up immediately, rubbing her nose as if that might help force out the mustiness and stink that had flowed in and coated her nostrils. It was as she sat there trying to figure out what she would do now when she heard an odd noise.
 
   It took her a while to finally realize that it was an approaching vehicle. With the world being so quiet compared to how it had been before the zombie apocalypse, the noise had a quality to it that made it seem just a bit off. Also, she could not tell exactly what direction that it was coming from, only that it was growing louder which meant that it was approaching.
 
   She felt tears welling up in her eyes as frustration warred with anger for the dominant feeling that coursed through her. She had certainly not had time to gather supplies beyond the emergency pack. That would not do much more than sustain her for a day or two. Just in this house alone, she had seen enough stuff to last her for days, if not weeks. She was even entertaining the thought of making this place home for a while as she got her feet back underneath her and decided what she needed to do from here on out.
 
   She quickly got herself back under control and calmed down. Perhaps whoever this was would just pass her by. Why would they necessarily stop here? And if they did pull into this neighborhood, there were plenty of houses. 
 
   She crept to the window, her hand resting on the hilt of her scimitar. Just touching the weapon gave her a strange sense of comfort. 
 
   The sound continued to echo off of everything until it felt as if it might be bouncing around inside her very skull. It was now being rivaled by the sound of her heartbeat pounding in her ears and vibrating at her temples. 
 
   When the source finally came into view, Shadiyah felt that familiar sensation of adrenaline dumping into her system. It was a large truck pulling a nice-sized trailer. No doubt the occupants were looters. There looked to be three in the cab and two standing in the flatbed leaning in close to the side windows.
 
   Movement from the corner of her eye made her look away from the truck as it slowed at the entrance to this residential area. From everywhere, she saw them emerging. While certainly plenty of the population of this area looked to have fled or made the attempt, a good many had obviously stayed behind and eventually joined the ranks of the walking dead. It was this remnant that would do her dirty work for her. She would stay inside the house and hide while these unsuspecting fools that were already slowing in front of the first houses that she already knew to have been picked rather clean would be overwhelmed by the walking dead.
 
   “That thing is a giant dinner bell,” she whispered as she watched them slow and stop. 
 
   She shot a look to her left up the street that ran along the side of this house and could see well over a hundred zombies now in the street and shambling towards the sound source that was the rumbling engine of the large truck.
 
   She saw the two in the back of the truck jump down to the street as the doors opened to the cab and two more figures emerged. All of these people were wearing heavy clothing and odds and ends of protective gear. They had gloves hats, and even goggles, but there was something about one of the figures that seemed strangely familiar.
 
   “I’m just imagining things. Who do I know anymore? Nobody.” She shifted her weight a little and continued to watch as the drama unfolded. Two of the figures darted to one of the houses and the other pair took the one across the street.
 
   As the zombies neared, she could barely hear their moans and cries over the sounds of the truck that remained running in front of the target houses. As she examined the scene, she came to another conclusion; this little group was in worse trouble than they might realize. They had been careless despite their protective gear and working in teams while the big vehicle was left running in case they needed to make a hasty escape. They were on a street that was far too narrow for them to have any real chance of turning around. They had stopped right on a bit of a dogleg in the road which, while not impossible to navigate, would still likely provide problems when it came to backing out in a hurry. And backing out would be their only choice since they would not be able to turn around. 
 
   When the first zombies rounded the corner, Shadiyah almost felt as if she were watching a movie. Part of her even wanted to yell at the person in the cab of the truck. In the movies, if you yelled at a movie screen, they obviously could not hear you; but if she were to yell now, the person in the truck would have a chance.
 
   She opened her mouth, and then shut it again. If she yelled, she might bring that horde down on herself. Would that be such a terrible thing? she thought. Perhaps that was her own cosmic justice…a chance to atone for all her sins.
 
   But then again, maybe none of it mattered and these people were not her problem.
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   Sound Travels
 
    
 
   “This place is absolute shite,” Nelson growled as he walked out of the bathroom empty-handed. “Somebody has already been here.”
 
   “Quite a few somebodies,” Niamh agreed as she appeared in the doorway of a child’s bedroom.
 
   “I was not terribly surprised by the kitchen having already been looted. After all, this house is closest to the entrance of the neighborhood. Anybody and everybody who passed by could duck in, grab a few things, and then be off. No need to venture any deeper. Minimal risk. That is what our hunters have been doing. They have hit houses on the edge of town.”
 
   “So we just have to go a bit deeper. I am certain that not all of these homes have been gone through. For one, I haven’t seen that many bands of survivors roaming the area. In fact, with the exception of those soldiers, I can’t say that I have seen anybody.”
 
   “Our Simon, Mrs. Raye, and little Annie came from Leeds. As did that nutter of a woman that knifed Simon and killed those other blokes.” Nelson stepped over a pile of trash and headed into the other bedroom. 
 
   He only did so to be absolutely certain, but he was not surprised by his findings. The closets had been tossed as had the dresser drawers. And to make it just a shade worse, somebody had used one of the piles of discarded clothing as a toilet area. He went over to open the bedroom window just to allow himself a breath of fresh air before wading back downstairs to the thick stench of rot and decay that filled the ground level of this house like fetid water. What he saw looking out over the backyard and up the street of the residential neighborhood made his skin pebble and his mouth go instantly dry.
 
   “Oh bloody hell,” he breathed.
 
   Niamh stepped up and beside him. Her reaction was a bit more visceral as she actually staggered back a step to the point where Nelson caught and helped steady her so that she did not take a tumble. From where they stood, across the street from the house the other team had ducked into, they could see up the road and deeper into the neighborhood. 
 
   The undead were coming in droves. Their focus seemed to be on the idling truck. It was just a matter of a few more feet before they would round the little bend in the road and be visible to Dawn who sat in the cab all by herself. 
 
   The one thing that Nelson was certain about was the fact that he and Niamh would not make it downstairs and to the truck before the zombies. And even if they got very lucky, that did not mean that Melena and Caron would have the same fortune. Also, there was the issue of the truck having to be driven backwards to get out. Doing so in a hurry would jackknife the trailer and put an immediate end to their trip. The way he saw it…they had one chance and one chance only.
 
   “Run!” he barked and turned to hurry down the stairs and out the front door.
 
   His arrival was just a few steps behind the leading edge of the zombies. Dawn had opened the door on the driver’s side and was standing on the running board, peering over the door with her mouth open in astonishment.
 
   “Leave it!” Nelson barked. “Melena! Caron! Drop everything and get out here! RUN!” 
 
   Several of the zombies turned his way and eventually got their bodies around and moving in a new direction. He pulled Niamh past him and gave her a nudge towards the exit of the neighborhood. Dawn had jumped from the truck and was sprinting towards Nelson who had to wave her off. “Just get out of here!” 
 
   The woman veered to her right and headed for the exit with Niamh leading the way. Just as the first zombies began to flow around the front of the truck, Melena and Caron emerged from the house.
 
   “What—” is all Melena said before her mouth snapped shut at the sight of all the zombies; several instantly turned her direction when she spoke.
 
   “Can you escape out the back?” Nelson called as he brought his machete around and cleaved the right side of a short female zombie’s face off and kicked the body away.
 
   “Yeah!” Melena shouted over the growing din of moans and even a few baby cries that were becoming louder by the second as more and more of the undead poured around the corner. “There is a big field that borders the house. We will cut across it.”
 
   “Just head for home, and don’t stop until you get there!” 
 
   Nelson punched a zombie in the face with his gloved hand. It didn’t really do much except for knock the creature back, but that was all he needed as he twisted away from another set of outreached arms and sprinted after Dawn and Niamh.
 
   The two women stopped at the open entrance to Cedar Ridge and waited for the big man to catch up. As soon as he did, all three started jogging up the road, back in the direction of the roundabout. They had not gone ten yards when they all slowed and then stopped.
 
   “That’s not good at all,” Niamh said with a loud exhale of frustration.
 
   Coming their direction were several zombies. While they were at least slightly spread out and not in anything near the numbers that were back at Cedar Ridge, there were still too many to try and just run through. All it would take was for one to get ahold of any of them and it would be over.
 
   “Why?” Dawn managed to bite back tears, but her voice gave away that she was on the verge of a breakdown.
 
   “The noise of the truck maybe?” Nelson offered.
 
   “But why so many?” Dawn pressed. “Garforth was supposedly evacuated.
 
   “Seems that they didn’t listen any better than we did in Micklefield,” Nelson tried to joke, but it did not seem to offer much comfort. “We can discuss all this later.” Nelson gave the two women a nudge to the right. “Get through those trees and we will cut across the field.”
 
   The trio had to actually hack a few branches out of the way, but at last they were in a massive farming tract with rows and rows of the domed structures that covered the long furrows that would remain untended—at least for the immediate future. The advantage to the domes was that they had long stretches that the three of them could look down and ensure that they were actually empty of any of the undead. The bad part came when they were deep into one of the several hundred yard long stretches when a group of zombies appeared at the end and turned in their direction.
 
   “You didn’t think that we would get home without killing a few of those bloody bastards, did ya?” Nelson wheezed, obviously out of breath and laboring to keep the pace set by the two smaller women.
 
   It was Dawn that put on a burst of speed just as they closed to within around twenty feet from the five undead that were almost single file ahead of them. Of course, there was not room to go a full two abreast; especially if a weapon was being wielded.
 
   The lead zombie was a man in his late twenties or perhaps early thirties. He was wearing a tattered and bloody rugby jersey and had a nasty chunk taken out of his meaty shoulder. He towered over Dawn by a good six inches and she used it to her advantage as she ducked low and came up with her weapon under the chin of the beefy man. The tip of the blade plunged into the throat just above the Adam’s apple and came out the back of its neck, but was nowhere close to a killing blow.
 
   The zombie reached out with his massive hands and grabbed the woman’s right arm. It brought down its mouth and clamped onto her forearm. Just as it bit down, Nelson swung overhand and brought his blade down onto the crown of the zombie’s head. It dropped as Dawn screamed and staggered back into Nelson creating a domino effect as the pair landed on the ground in a tangled heap; neither able to get free and protect themselves from the next zombie, much less be able to attack.
 
   Nelson felt a foot smash down on his face and then his ribs. There was a wail of fury and the sound of a weapon biting into another skull. He managed to look up and see that it was Niamh standing on his torso; she was wielding a cricket bat that had been modified with what looked like at least three iron spikes down the middle. He tensed his body to offer her as solid of a footing as he could manage.
 
   One by one, the remaining zombies marched to their doom. It wasn’t until the last one fell that he was aware of sobbing. As soon as the lithe Irishwoman stepped down from her perch on his body, he managed to free himself from Dawn and rise to his feet. The woman did not move and simply curled up tighter into a ball and cried all the harder.
 
   “Hey,” Niamh knelt beside the sobbing figure and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, “let’s get you up.”
 
   “Just leave me…better yet, kill me and put me out of my misery so I don’t turn into one of those cursed things. I don’t want to smell like that.”
 
   “Sort of a strange thing to be worried about,” Nelson muttered, slamming his lips shut when Niamh glared up at him.
 
   “Where did it get you?” 
 
   “My arm,” Dawn sobbed as she offered up the offending limb.
 
   “Which one?” Niamh asked.
 
   “This one!” Dawn insisted, shaking the extended arm for emphasis.
 
   “Then, shouldn’t there be blood or something?” Nelson asked after exchanging looks with Niamh.
 
   Dawn lifted her head from the ground and then glanced at her arm. She sat up and blinked away the tears and then gently poked at her arm with her other hand. She winced from pain, but then poked it two more times. At last, she tugged up her sleeve to reveal a nasty bruise already forming on her forearm, but there was no indication of any broken skin. She looked back up at the two people who were staring down at her with almost identical expressions of interest.
 
   “I don’t think it got through your leather coat?” Nelson said, his voice rising at the end so that it came out as more of a question. 
 
   Dawn tugged the sleeve back down and examined the sleeve of the jacket and gave it a few tugs and pulls for added measure. She looked up again, this time with a smile beaming from her face. Scrambling up, she grabbed first Niamh and then Nelson into a massive hug.
 
   “It didn’t get me!” she shrieked.
 
   “How about if we celebrate this wonderful turn of events when we get out of this place and are safely back in Micklefield,” Nelson suggested. He gave a nod of his head at the next bunch of zombies that had just turned up their aisle; no doubt brought by all the exuberant celebrating that had just taken place.
 
   “We have them coming from both directions,” Niamh gasped, pointing past Nelson and back in the direction they had come from.
 
   There were at least a dozen coming from each end; a significant number above the five they had just managed to barely defeat. With zombies coming from each direction, the trio hunched in close to one another out of initial reflex.
 
   “What the bloody hell are we doing?” Nelson suddenly barked. Using his big, booted foot, he began to kick and stomp the side of the dome to their left until he created a large hole.
 
   A moment later the three were once again running, this time on the inside of the long, tunnel-shaped dome. A few minutes later, they were emerging through some trees and back onto the A656, heading towards Micklefield.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shadiyah watched it all play out. When she heard Caron’s name called, her ears perked up and she actually warred within herself to make her presence known. As soon as the two women emerged from the other house, she realized how it was that she had felt like she recognized the other woman.
 
   She watched them go and was so focused on their escape that she did not pay any attention to the front of her house or the fact that several of the undead were tromping across the yard of the home that she had holed up in. When she heard the sound of glass breaking down below, her head snapped around and she abandoned the window that had provided her with an excellent view of the man and two women as they made a run for it. She moved to the bedroom down the hall and looked out front. What she saw filled her with dread at first; then she was overwhelmed by a sense of calm.
 
   Down below, she was able to see several zombies clambering over each other to get through the large opening created by the busted window. She could hear things being knocked over, crashing, and being trampled underfoot.
 
   They were inside, and in great numbers.
 
   Pulling her scimitar, Shadiyah stepped back out into the hallway and crept to the stairs. Part of her said that there was still a chance that just perhaps the zombies might not come up the stairs. Her more rational mind knew that to be wishful thinking. She peered over the banister and received absolute confirmation that, despite their lack of coordination, the zombies were coming up.
 
   She stepped back and hurried to each window and looked out. They were filing in through a busted section of wooden fence that had separated this home from the neighbor’s and milling about. The zombies in the back yard were not as much of a concern as the fact that the main horde was coming from that general direction and attempting an escape through that break in the fence would be placing her in the heart of the swarm. Out front was now thick with the undead; there were those that had gathered out in the street around the still idling truck, several in the yard, and then the others that were in pursuit of the trio from Micklefield. 
 
   Basically, she was trapped. 
 
   She rushed back to the stairs and looked down. As she did, the lead zombie looked up at her, opened its mouth, and moaned. This was greeted by a chorus from its brethren. She wondered briefly if zombies had a language. That thought was replaced by the final scene in one of the many remakes of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Was this zombie her very own version of Donald Southerland at the end where he looked at the woman, pointed, and then let loose with that horrific screech?
 
   She would have to fight sooner or later. The question was whether or not she could withstand the onslaught of zombies long enough for this dead tide to wash through and move on. Her mind raced as she considered her chances, and that is when she had another thought; she would need to keep quiet during this entire ordeal. She already had enough proof that the zombies acted on sound.
 
   Stepping back from the top of the stairs, she let the first one close and simply skewered it through the face. She tried to help ease it to the ground, but found that to be a bit too much for her wrists to withstand. Still, when it did hit the ground, the noise was nothing too loud. Just then, the next zombie arrived, a small woman who looked like she had just come from a shift working the till at a supermarket. 
 
   On and on it continued, and every chance she got, Shadiyah moved to the stairs and looked down. Each time, she was greeted by more of them coming through. Some continued on into the house, and others came up to her. Twice, she had to change her sword arm due to fatigue, and that became problematic the second time she switched to her left hand simply because her aim was not as sharp, and it happened to coincide with a surge of a few zombies all making it up and over the pile of bodies that she kept hoping would eventually be sufficient enough to act as a barricade.
 
   Looking around, she realized that, at some point, she had retreated all the way to the master bedroom. She shot a glance over her shoulder and looked out the window. Her heart sank as she saw at least thirty or forty zombies still milling about the back yard. Also, the street was still far from clear as even what had to be the tail end of this horde was still too much to consider trying to run through.
 
   Returning her focus to the front, she paused when she noticed three children all standing just inside the door staring back at her. Their eyes gave away the fact that they were zombies, but, unlike their adult counterparts, these three just stood rooted in place; each of them appeared to be studying her, tilting their heads first one way and then the other. An adult version forced its way past and came for her, but even as she stabbed out and took this one down, the trio stayed put.
 
   “What do you want?” she whispered. “Are you waiting for something?”
 
   They continued to remain just inside the door, and once more did not react as yet another pair of adult zombies made their way past. After a couple of quick jabs by Shadiyah, both ended up on the floor at the foot of the large four-post bed that dominated this room.
 
   “Come on!” she almost begged. 
 
   The three zombie children simply continued to regard her as if they might be studying her movements. Her brain screamed for her to end them just as she had the others, but their actions made it difficult. The oldest could not be any older than nine or ten. Her left arm was dangling uselessly at her side having been savaged in the attack that had ended her life. The only boy of the three was perhaps five and had most of his nose ripped away as well as a large chunk of his scalp. She imagined the child rushing into the arms of somebody he loved and trusted…only to be betrayed. How horrifying were his last minutes as he quite probably looked up in surprise after his head had been bitten, only to have his attacker clamp down on his little nose and tear it away?
 
   The last child was even more confusing. This toddler was perhaps three and not very steady on her feet. She swayed and wobbled a great deal as she stood with what Shadiyah would assume to be her brother and sister since there did seem to be some resemblance; although that could simply be the fact that they were all displaying a blue-gray skin tone and had the filmed eyes shot full of black tracers. This poor soul was missing her entire right arm. From the looks of things around where that arm would have connected to the shoulder socket, it had been ripped off rather violently.
 
   The toddler would occasionally step forward, but the oldest child and big sister would nudge the thing and moan, causing it to stop and even stagger back a step or two. These reasons, compounded with the simple fact that, despite her knowing that they were zombies, made it extremely difficult for Shadiyah to end them as she had the others. 
 
   She did notice that they kept looking to the scimitar she was holding. Risking a peek past them, she saw that the coast was at least temporarily clear as no more zombies had reached the top of the stairs as of yet. Being very careful, she made a show of sheathing her weapon. Once she did, the children now focused solely on her. 
 
   “Just go away,” she hissed. This received nothing more than additional tilts back and forth of their heads.
 
   “Shoo!” she tried, making a little wave of her hands to try and ward them off. They didn’t budge. 
 
   She repeated the gesture, taking a step in their direction and making that motion with her hands even bigger. It was as if a switch was thrown; in an instant, all three of the zombie children became just zombies. Gone was their hesitation as they stumbled forward, hands out and grasping for her.
 
   Cursing herself for putting away her weapon—they were too close and the space was too confined for her to have a chance to get the scimitar out—she would have to resort to the knife on her belt. Pulling it, she was just able to thrust up and into the gaping hole where the little boy was missing his nose. The zombie dropped, leaving the other two to both reach her at almost the same time. 
 
   The toddler was simple to dispatch with a simple kick to the face that sent it flying across the room and crashing into the open door with a loud thud. It was not done, but at least it was out of the fight for the time being. All that remained was the oldest sibling, and she had Shadiyah by the wrist before the woman could re-orient the tip of the knife in order to take it down. 
 
   She froze, the horror of what was happening simply overwhelming her senses for just that moment in time where it allowed the girl to lean in and bite down on Shadiyah’s wrist. It was the pain that snapped her back to the situation at hand. With a scream of rage and frustration, she stabbed the girl in the temple and shoved the body away.
 
   Looking down, she could see the perfect set of teeth marks on her wrist, blood already welling up in several of the divots. Whether due to fatigue, or her own imagination, she could swear that she felt the zombie infection taking hold in her body. There was a nasty, sour taste in the back of her mouth and she staggered into the bathroom that sat off of this master bedroom. There was not an abundance of light, but there was enough. She could already see the capillaries in her eyes beginning to darken.
 
   “So this is how it happens,” she said to the reflection in the mirror.
 
   Turning, she saw the toddler making its way to its feet with unsteady jerks, wobbles, and fits. She simply shoved it aside as she walked past. She reached the stairs and was amazed to find it still empty of anymore of the walking dead. She made her way down and stepped outside after driving the knife she still carried into the eye socket of the zombie that had turned around at her arrival and tried to come back at her. It had emerged from the arch that led to the living room where a few more of its brethren were roaming about, bumping into things, and causing a surprising amount of damage and destruction; tables were overturned, pictures knocked from the walls, and the contents of shelves sent tumbling to the floor. 
 
   She stepped outside and pushed away a zombie that was just reaching the doorway and about to enter the house. It fell back into some shrubs and all but its feet vanished. The image of the zombie’s two legs jutting up from the leafy bush made Shadiyah laugh. That sound caused more of the nearby undead to stop, turn, and re-orient on this new sound.
 
   It was at that moment that she realized she did not want to be torn apart by these things. She recalled the screams and knew very well that she had no desire to experience such pain. Breaking into a run, she bee-lined for the still idling truck that had acted as the dinner bell. She had to shove the zombies that were still gathered around the cab. Somehow, one of the cursed things had even managed to climb inside. She caught the woman by the ankle, dragged her back, sending her tumbling to the ground and then climbed in and slammed the door.
 
   Sitting back in the driver’s seat, she stared out as several more of the undead gathered around and began to pound, paw, and try to bite through the doors of the truck. Her eyes were growing heavy and she considered the possibility of maybe slashing her wrists. In the end, she simply decided to sit back and stare up at the sky. At some point, her head lolled to the side and before her eyes closed, she saw the toddler stumble through the doorway of the house and into the yard.
 
   “Stupid baby,” she slurred. 
 
   With those final words, she let her eyes shut. She twitched a few times and then was still. Sometime later, the thing that used to be Shadiyah opened her dead eyes. The truck had expended its fuel and was now nothing more than a hulk of metal with no more life than the creature in the cab.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I think he is waking up,” Annie said with an exaggerated whisper that was almost louder than her normal talking voice.
 
   “What the…” Simon managed before breaking into a fit of coughing.
 
   “We thought we lost you,” a familiar male voice said, a large hand coming to rest on Simon’s shoulder.
 
   Opening his eyes, Simon Wood was more than a little surprised to see Mrs. Raye, Annie, Geoff, and a woman he did not recognize standing around his bed. He shifted a little and felt an immediate pain in his gut that warned him to avoid further exertion. Lying back, he sighed and was very aware that even that simple action was painful.
 
   “Shadiyah?” The name came out as a question. The thing was, he wasn’t even sure what question he was asking or what answer might make him feel better.
 
   “She took off,” Mrs. Raye answered. “After she stabbed you, Caron said that she ran like the devil himself was chasing her. I doubt we will ever see her again.”
 
   “But…” Once again, he let whatever he was about to say just slide off his mind and vanish into the ether. 
 
   Perhaps it was for the best if she was never seen or heard from again. After all, she had murdered two of the citizens of the town that he had been asked to watch over as constable. She had tried to kill him. Perhaps she was truly broken beyond repair.
 
   “How long?” he asked once he had taken a sip of water to wash out the dryness that made his throat burn and cause his tongue to feel as if it might be three times its normal size.
 
   “Two days,” Mrs. Raye answered. “We have had somebody with you around the clock.”
 
   He decided not to ask what all that had entailed. Not that he was overly modest, but even in his current state, he did not necessarily want the knowledge of his healed bite to be made public. 
 
   “I hand-picked your team,” Mrs. Raye said, seeming to read his thoughts. “However, I think we can take the secret from the closet and put it on display. You are not the only one. With Caron showing the immunity as well, people are actually getting hope that we may well survive this whole thing. Also, it will take away the only chip that the doctor has in his bag in his apparent desire to be selected as the person to assume the role of the village leader.”
 
   “Are we really stuck on petty crap like that?” Simon groaned as he shifted just enough to relieve some of his weight from the left side of his rear end that felt like it might be bruised from him having lain flat on his back for so long.
 
   “It would seem so,” another voice chimed as Nelson walked in. 
 
   Simon did not know the man all that well, but he could tell that something had the man bothered. He was scowling deeper than usual, and he had bags under his eyes indicating that he had not been sleeping well.
 
   “Is that group still carrying on about the truck?” Mrs. Raye snapped, the agitation clear in her voice. Nelson did not say a word, and Simon was very lost. When Mrs. Raye continued, he was even more perplexed. “Then tell them to go retrieve that damn thing themselves.”
 
   “Like hell I will,” Nelson snorted. “And that is actually why I stopped in, although it is good to see you are back among the living.” He gave a nod to Simon with that last comment. “I am grabbing my team and we are returning. I have to believe that we flushed most of the damned zombies out of that area. A can of petrol should do well enough to get us back. If possible, we will return with a nice load of supplies.”
 
   “Do you really think that is a wise idea?” Geoff asked.
 
   “I agree with him,” the strange woman that Simon did not know offered.
 
   “Simon, this is Niamh. She was the one sitting with you when you stirred,” Mrs. Raye said by way of introduction.
 
   “Great, now, can somebody let me know what the hell it is you are all carrying on about?”
 
   Nelson gave a rundown of the mission. He explained how it seemed very likely that the noise is what brought the zombies from all over the neighborhood. It was his theory that they would have moved on by now, especially since the truck had to have an empty tank.
 
   “And you want to go back there?” Simon managed.
 
   “We will just pop into a few more houses. They can’t all be emptied out like those first couple,” Nelson replied.
 
   “Sounds like a solid idea to me,” Simon agreed with a nod.
 
   “Well then, good luck and hurry back.” Mrs. Raye stood up and opened the dresser beside the bed where Simon had been confined the past couple of days. “But I want you to take this.”
 
   She showed Nelson the pistol and went through the procedures on how it worked. The man accepted the weapon and turned to Niamh, giving her a nod to indicate that it was time to go.
 
   A moment later, Simon had drifted back to an uneasy sleep. He was haunted by nightmares of Shadiyah. He awoke once and decided that he would not be able to have any peace until this situation was dealt with once and for all. As soon as he was able, he would venture out and hunt for the woman. The only thing he was not sure of was what he would do when he found her.
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   Closure
 
    
 
   Nelson raised a hand to signal the group to stop. They were just emerging from the trees that lined the A642, better known to the locals as Aberford Road. They had cut across the fields with the long domes over the rows and found it a much easier trip than last time as most of the zombies had apparently moved on; the key to that being most…not all. They had to cut down at least two dozen as they passed through.
 
   “What is going on?” Melena had asked after they finished with a foursome of walkers just as they reached the far side of the field.
 
   “No idea,” Nelson said with a shrug and a shake of the head. “Unfortunately, I think this is our fault. Mine if we are being really specific. I’m the one who thought a big truck rumbling into the neighborhood was a good idea.”
 
   Nelson, Melena, Dawn, Niamh, and Caron hunched down close together in the tall weeds and shrubbery that grew alongside the road. Just to their left was the entrance to Cedar Ridge. Directly across the road from that entrance was the charred remains of what looked to have been a rather nice home. Tendrils of smoke still leaked skyward from the debris like gray tears of mourning.
 
   “Those aren’t zombies,” Niamh pointed out the obvious.
 
   “They are going in,” Dawn said, anxiety straining her voice and making it almost sound mousy. The blade she pulled as she spoke stood in stark contrast to that tone and she even started to move forward until Nelson grabbed her arm.
 
   “And that matters why?” Nelson asked, turning to face the women. “Do you think those eight or nine people can carry away everything in the whole neighborhood? Haven’t we had enough of going after each other? If the living don’t get over their old ways, we will end up finishing what the zombies have started.”
 
   “But…” Dawn began, and then let out a long exhale and relaxed.
 
   “Ideally, we should be able to talk to those people, tell them about our place, and bring them in. I honestly believe our best chance at surviving this bloody nightmare is to bring in as many people as we can.” Nelson slid his own blade into its sheath and then stood up. “You all stay out of sight. I will approach these people. If it goes bad, forget the run and return home. Let Geoff know what happened.”
 
   “You really think going out there alone is such a good idea?” Niamh whispered.
 
   “Look, I will be totally honest with you ladies.” Nelson actually blushed as he spoke. “Before all this nonsense happened, I used to read this zombie comic book. In it, terrible things were always happening to the women. I’m not saying that there is a lick of truth to that bloody thing, but I just want to be extra careful. Yeah?”
 
   “Fair enough,” Melena finally said after looking from one of her cohorts to the other and receiving a nod of acceptance.
 
   With that, Nelson started across the road and into Cedar Ridge. He was just abreast of the first house when he spied the group. Now that he could really see them, he was able to count nine individuals. They were all gathered around the truck, staring and pointing.
 
   Nelson had to squint a bit, but he was eventually able to make out the form of a zombie in the cab sitting behind the wheel. He had no idea how that had happened. However, that was not the strangest thing, and also not what was receiving a majority of the attention by the group. Sitting right by the front wheel was a tiny figure. It was obviously a very small child, and also undoubtedly a zombie; it appeared to be missing the entire right arm. Only, this thing continued to just sit and seemingly stare at the group gathered around it.
 
   As of yet, the group had still not noticed him. Nelson took a few more steps closer and then halted. He debated on whether or not to call out, and was still having an inner monolog on the situation when one of the group stood up straight and spotted him.
 
   While it was too far away to hear anything specific, the urgency of a warning was evident. Also, the activity seemed to be enough for the zombie child as it began to climb to its feet. The group seemed confused for a moment and some of them started towards him, a few began to retreat, and the rest turned their attention to the zombie toddler and made short work of it.
 
   “I’m not looking for trouble,” Nelson called, raising his hands and trying to show that he was not a threat.
 
   “Neither are we, mate,” one of the people called in reply. 
 
   The man motioned for the others to stay put and continued towards Nelson. He also made a display of keeping his hands out wide with no weapon as he approached.
 
   “A few of us are just out trying to get some food. Also, we got a man hurt. The fool fell off a balcony.” The man stopped about five feet away from Nelson.
 
   “How did that happen?” Nelson asked, only moderately curious. In reality, he was trying to get a feel for this man.
 
   “We found a real posh house, yeah? And so Miller decides to shimmy up a tree and enter from upstairs, saying that if there are zombies inside, they will probably be downstairs. He gets up and has one leg over when this lady zed crashed through the french doors and scares the crap out of Miller. Seriously, the man messed his trousers. Anyway, he landed badly and his leg broke ugly. We been trying to figure out how to set it, but anytime somebody even touches him, he screams and threatens to kill them.” 
 
   By now, the rest of the group had come up and stood just a few feet behind this man. A few still had their weapons drawn, but they were also the ones looking around for any approaching zombies that might have been drawn to the scene. Plus, the female zombie in the truck was slapping and actually trying to bite through the glass.
 
   “Well, I can’t make any promises, but we are securing Micklefield…at least Old Mick. We still got room, and I imagine that if you spoke to our vicar and our constable, they would be happy to bring you and your people in. We even have two real doctors.” Nelson was not entirely sure that he should be making such an offer, but if he wanted to be a good guy in this hell, then he figured he was doing the right thing.
 
   “Maybe you could bring your doc to where we are staying?” the man asked.
 
   “Yeah, that is probably not going to happen. We don’t let the doc wander around outside the containment. Worth his weight in gold, he is.” Nelson jumped as Melena and the other women emerged from behind the brick entry wall. “We will be more than happy to see your man, but it happens in Mick or not at all.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” Caron gasped, shoving her way past the others and running to the truck. She climbed up on the step on the driver’s side and put a hand to the glass. The zombie turned to her and pressed its face to where the hand was and gnawed impotently. “It’s Shadiyah,” Caron managed around the tears that were welling in her eyes. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” Nelson edged around the strangers and came to the truck. “Let her out.”
 
   “What!” came from almost everybody gathered.
 
   “I don’t mean to point out something obvious,” the man Nelson had been speaking to said as he came up to the truck, “but she can’t do any harm locked in there.”
 
   “Is that how you would want people to act if it was you?” Caron snarled as she spun on the man so fast that he stumbled back a few feet and actually went for his weapon.
 
   “Pardon me,” the man replied with a cool tone that edged on anger, “but if I become one of those bloody biters, I’ll be dead and it won’t matter.”
 
   “So you are okay with wandering the earth as one of them?” Caron jumped down to the street, hiking a thumb over her shoulder at Shadiyah’s zombie.
 
   “Sorry,” the man said, shrugging his shoulder. “Dead is dead and I won’t know the difference. Never understood the whole emotional deal that people seem to have when a loved one turns.” The man was silent for a moment as if he were considering something, then he continued. “I lost my Carol early on. She came home with a bite on her arm. Two days later, she gave up the ghost. The thing that sat up in that bed was not her. I know this because I tried to talk to her, show her pictures of her cat. She loved that bloody thing more than me. And you know what I saw in her eyes?” He paused, his gaze sweeping Nelson and Caron. “Nothing…that’s what. Not a bloody thing. That wasn’t my girl, that was just a thing…a monster.”
 
   “So you just left her?” Caron asked.
 
   “Shut the door and went looking for a safe place when the BBC News told us to seek shelter. That was a terrible idea. So many people that had been bitten by those things and then they turned and the shelter was tits up. I met up with a few blokes and we were doing okay for a couple of days until one of ‘em says he knows a place, yeah? So we follow and he leads us to this little group of flats. The short of it was that he was leading us back to his home so he could end his wife and kids. The bloody prick didn’t even bother to tell us that the kids were both inside. The little ones are tricky…they hide. One of ‘em damn near got me when it came out from the kitchen just as I was going in. I was the only one to get out. Lost the rest just because some idiot wanted to end the suffering or some such nonsense. They ain’t suffering…they’re dead.”
 
   Caron looked up at Shadiyah. She turned back to the man. “I’m sorry about what happened to you, but I know she would not want to be one of those things. She wouldn’t want to hurt anybody.” 
 
   Caron walked up to the truck and opened the door. The zombie version of Shadiyah tumbled out gracelessly and landed on her face with a wet splat. Raising its head, the zombie opened its mouth and groaned, low and guttural. Before it could recover, Caron moved in with her knife and plunged it into the back of the woman’s head.
 
   “I am sorry,” she whispered as she rose, leaving the knife jutting from the back of the mess of dark hair.
 
   “So,” Melena stepped up, taking Caron by the hand and then facing the group of strangers, “will you be joining us?”
 
   “Give us a minute,” the man said. He motioned his people to join him across the street. 
 
   Nelson brought his own group in close. Caron kept glancing over her shoulder at Shadiyah’s corpse. At last, she whispered, “Can we bury her before we go?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Nelson answered after seeing the nods from the others. “As long as we’re not being chased by another mob of zombies, I think we can take the time. In fact, why don’t you find a place while we wait?”
 
   “Actually, I already know where.” She pointed to a house just up the street. A few evergreen shrubs were planted in the space between two driveways. A row of solar-powered lights were placed around the edges.
 
   “So,” the man stepped away from his group, gave one final look over his shoulder as if he wanted one more confirmation in the form of the nodding heads he received, “I think we are going to decline. We have a nice little group, and we don’t plan on staying here. We are going to see about heading to the coast and maybe finding a little island.”
 
   “Not a bad plan,” Nelson admitted. “We wish you luck. And I think there is plenty here for everybody, so can we agree that both of our groups can scavenge here?”
 
   “Seems proper,” the man replied with a nod. “We’ll stick to this side of the street and leave that side to you. That will keep us from stumbling over each other.”
 
   “Agreed.” With that, Nelson and his group went to a house and began loading up their packs.
 
   After doing a walkthrough of a dozen homes, it was decided that they would need to arrange a constant rotation of groups to start emptying the place out. Before they returned home, they found a shovel and buried Shadiyah. By the time they were ready to head back, the shadows were growing long. The solar powered lights winked on and lit up the one shrub that they had replaced in the center of where they had buried the body.
 
   “Poor girl,” Caron whispered as she knelt beside the grave, “you just weren’t meant for this world. I hope you have peace now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Simon knelt beside the mound of dirt marked with a small shrub and laid some flowers that Melena had picked during the walk to Shadiyah’s grave site. It had taken him almost two months to regain his health to the point where he could join the teams that were doing a fine job of emptying out the neighborhood of Cedar Ridge.
 
   The other group had moved on after only three days when the man who had fallen from the balcony finally died from an infection that festered in his injury. Their forays for supplies had hardly made a dent in the hundreds of homes that waited to be emptied. 
 
   One of the large carts rumbled past, four people hitched to it almost like horses. It had been decided that just making these runs with packs would be useless. If they were going to try and build a good supply base, they needed to be able to move things in large quantities…without the noise generated by a motor vehicle.
 
   “Simon?” Dawn called as she jogged up.
 
   “Yeah?” The man stood and wiped the lone tear that had welled up in his eye.
 
   “Nelson says there is a large mob of zombies coming. We need to get the team ready and see if this works.”
 
   “How big?” 
 
   “At least a thousand.”
 
   “Tell him to send them.”
 
   Dawn turned and jogged away. Simon headed over to the large building and arrived just as the roll-up doors were opening. Melena was waiting for him, but she was hopping back and forth with excitement.
 
   “This is either going to be the most amazing thing ever, or it will end very poorly,” the woman said by way of greeting. 
 
   Simon stepped into the large, wide open bay and shook his head as he watched six people in some serious protective gear as they climbed into the assorted racecars. He had to admit, while certainly a very unorthodox idea, he was excited to see it put into action.
 
   One by one, the cars turned over, their engines coming to life with amazing roars and growls. The vehicles started out of the huge garage and then made a right and then hooked left onto Aberford Road.
 
   Simon made his way up the ladder that led to the roof of the huge building. From there, he could look out at the stretch of wide open fields to the west. Sure enough, making its way across one such field was what had to be at least a thousand of the walking dead. They were all spread out, but the main body was moving in his general direction.
 
   With a scream of high-performance engines, six of the racecars that were housed in the garage of this massive building tore up the road. There was a long moment where Simon was afraid that the whole plan was a bust. Maybe the engines whined at such a high frequency that the zombies did not detect them. Hell, what did anybody really know about the walking dead other than they ate people?
 
   Then, there was a ripple in the massive horde as they began to pause and then re-orient on this new stimulus. It was working!
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Nelson exclaimed, slapping Simon so hard on the back that the man nearly collapsed from coughing. 
 
   While he was able to make the journey to see this event, he was still far from fully recovered, and that slap to the back sent a shockwave of pain through his body. He dropped to his knees, hacking and coughing, but trying to cover his mouth and keep it quiet; the last thing he wanted to do was be a catalyst for bringing the zombies back to them.
 
   “Let’s get you back to Micklefield,” Caron urged, slipping his arm around her shoulders and guiding him away from the roof’s edge. “You’ve seen what you needed to see.”
 
   As they made their way back home, Simon could not help but cast one more glance at a small and unremarkable mound of dirt with a single shrub in the middle. For a brief second or two, his mind raced with all the possible ways that he could have done things differently and saved Shadiyah. 
 
   By the time he was back home and slipping in between the sheets of his bed, he had come to terms with things. He could not save everybody. That was a lesson that he would need to keep in the forefront of his mind for the rest of his life. The facts were that this was a new world, and the old rules no longer applied. While he would not actively do anything to “cull the herd” when it came to the living, he would accept that some people would slip through his fingers.
 
   When he drifted off to sleep, it was a peaceful slumber. Not a single nightmare came to plague him. He would remember that sleep for a long time. Yes, there would be other nights where he would sleep and not wake up with horrible visions still fresh in his mind, but this was the first time since Miranda’s death.
 
   For the next few months, they used those screaming racecars to lure away any of the larger mobs of zombies that were spotted by the scouting pickets. They eventually stopped when one of the roving patrols returned with horrifying news. 
 
   While they had managed to keep the zombies from their own front steps, they had never considered that they might be sending them to somebody else. The scouting team that returned with the news guessed that the community had maybe numbered around fifty or so individuals. They had staked out a massive farm in the middle of nowhere. Unfortunately, they had underestimated or simply not considered what a large number of the walking dead could do; they had nothing more than the barbed wire fence as their protection and it had failed miserably against the press of a thousand bodies that don’t apparently feel pain.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The days passed and the slow, tedious task of creating a five foot wide, eight foot deep trench along the border of Old Micklefield continued along with a fence structure that tilted out over the trench at an angle that made it terribly difficult for the living to breach. Towers were built every fifty yards and each was equipped with a heavy bell as well as a series of flags that were all given a meaning that the entire community was drilled on until everybody had them committed to memory.
 
   By the time the summer was in full effect, the scavenging runs were called off. Teams were having to venture farther and farther out with the returns diminishing and the risks increasing. The dead were still a massive problem; in addition, there were hundreds if not thousands of corpses strewn about and rotting. That was creating a cesspool of disease not to mention all the vermin it attracted.
 
   One of the most horrific finds was a pack of dogs that had somehow all turned. The hypothesis was that they simply began to starve and had no choice but to turn to the dead and the undead for their source of food. The first team that encountered the zombie dogs lost seven of their nine-person team. The dogs, while in zombie form, still operated on a sort of pack instinct and managed to trap the team in a dilapidated house by herding them to what the survivors insisted was a pre-determined destination.
 
   If the walking dead, zombie dogs, and the threat of deadly disease were not bad enough, there seemed to be a disproportionate number of human survivors that took advantage of the chaos and loss of any sort of society structure to prey on their fellow men and women. It was Mrs. Raye who finally proposed the edict that women be removed from the scavenging teams indefinitely. Simon was surprised that the measure barely passed. He certainly understood the women who wanted to contribute, but there was a real threat to their safety on the other side of their protective barricades.
 
   And then there was the problem of immunity. Eventually, Simon made it known to everybody that he had been bitten and survived. He and Caron had stood before the entire population at a town gathering and made the announcement. It was immediately suggested that he offer up blood or whatever Dr. Kincaide or Dr. Asan might require if it meant a possible cure or even an inoculation. Simon agreed to blood and a number of tests, but after several weeks of painful visits and nothing to show for it, both doctors stated that there was simply no way to do the sort of research they needed without power.
 
   Slowly, more survivors began to drift in and seek refuge in the tiny village of Micklefield. By the time summer began to give over to fall, plans were being made to reclaim New Micklefield and re-annex it with Old Micklefield. Many came in with horrific tales of the living and the dead. 
 
   The day that hit the community the hardest was when a handful of survivors from London arrived and told of how the city was a total loss. While it had certainly been speculated, it was another thing entirely to get confirmation.
 
   That night, everybody gathered in the small village green and lit candles while observing a moment of silence. It was that day that most of the citizens of Micklefield accepted that this was going to be their new reality. Any hopes of help or the restoration of their country was gone.
 
   It was that realization that was blamed for the rash of suicides which followed over the next several days. Yet, those deaths were quickly mourned and then moved on from as survivors came in singles, pairs, and even a group of twenty-seven. That group was greeted with the most excitement as they brought in nine children between the ages of six and eleven. Annie was even given the task of showing the shell-shocked children around and helping them ease into everyday life.
 
   As autumn gave way to winter, a new realization came. It was almost impossible to stay warm. No matter what was done, everybody suffered from a constant feeling of cold, wet misery. It was toughest on the children and the few elderly that had managed to make it to this point. Of the three hundred and forty-three people that were part of the community as of Christmas morning, sixty-two would be dead from flu or just plain exposure by the time the first buds of spring appeared. 
 
   Over half that survived suffered varying degrees of frostbite, and many people were minus a finger or a few toes. Dr. Asan and Dr. Kincaide were teaching a handful of the citizens basic medicine as well how to amputate frostbitten or gangrenous digits. The problem came when they ran out of the finite supply of anesthesia and pain medication.
 
   However, the bigger problem came in how poorly the various garden starts that they had tried to save for the upcoming planting season fared. Simon felt more than just a little guilty in his sense of relief over their casualties. They would have had no way to feed the number of people who were part of the community prior to that Christmas.
 
   With travel once again something that could be accomplished without having to add weather to the concerns of zombies and human raiders, teams were sent with greenhouse construction as a priority. Additionally, a dozen large domed fire pits were constructed with a crude series of ductworks that would hopefully provide warmth the following winter.
 
   By the time the gardens were planted in the fields, it became clear that the flood of survivors they experienced the previous year was a thing of the past. However, there were occasional arrivals of people who were simply “passing through” or actually just searching the countryside, clinging to the desperate hope that they might find a lost loved one. Most brought an abundance of bad news including a sect that was hunting the immune with a zealousness that was likened to the era of the witch trials in colonial Salem.
 
   However, not everything was bleak. As fear lessened and the closeness of the community kindled such superfluous things as romance, Simon and Dr. Wamil Asan were soon a cause for celebration as well as a source of discovery.
 
   Simon’s romance was not the only one to bloom. However, one romance in particular went so bad so fast that it left the entire community reeling for quite some time. After a thorough investigation, one of the community’s couples actually provided a lot of information in their tragedy.
 
   The pair in question had one thing in common with Simon and Wamil; the woman in the relationship had survived a bite. That blessing turned into a curse when she transmitted the catalyst that turned her lover into one of the infected. The first night they were intimate, the man woke and went to the bathroom where he discovered the black tracers in his eyes. After strangling the woman, he hung himself. 
 
   It was Nelson’s security team that smelled the distinct stench of the undead and entered the house to discover the woman in the bedroom. Of course she had turned shortly after dying which is what led to Dr. Kincaide and Dr. Asan hypothesizing that the infection remained in the person who proved immune to the bite. Upon death, whatever was causing people to turn would become active. 
 
   The disease could be passed on through fluid exchange. Simon and Wamil waited for almost three weeks to see if she would change. When she didn’t, the guess was that she shared in the same immunity that Simon possessed. She declined to test the theory by allowing an actual zombie to bite her. 
 
   Three months later, when Caron became involved in a romance with a man who had lost three of his fingers to a zombie early on, the conclusion about those who had been bitten and proved immune being able to engage in physical relationships without concern were all but confirmed.
 
   Of course the other side of the conversation came from those who were not sure of their status, and it was determined that all who were known to be immune had to declare it. Physical examinations of the entire population ensued and three individuals who had attempted to hide their status were banished from Micklefield. There was even talk of making all those who were known to be immune relocate immediately to New Micklefield; however, Geoff and Simon were eventually able to quell those demands.
 
   By the first snowfall of the second winter, Micklefield was almost thriving. Five greenhouses were given top priority, and another surprise came when wild game apparently bounced back to a state of abundance that kept the community extremely well fed over an even harsher winter than the one before. The long, cold nights also gave the people of Micklefield one more cause to celebrate when the second spring arrived.
 
   Eleven women were visibly pregnant.
 
   Many commented that it was like seeing those first shoots of grass poking through the snow. Life was finding a way, and just maybe there was reason to hope that humanity might endure.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue:
 
    
 
   Happily Ever After?
 
    
 
   Simon stood on the platform and looked out across the trench at the approaching horde. By his best guess, there had to be over ten thousand. This was the second such mob in the past three weeks. He looked back and saw the people of Micklefield heading to their positions in response to the ringing of the bells at the church that signaled an attack.
 
   “Good thing we extended and deepened that trench,” Nelson huffed as he climbed the ladder and joined Simon on the platform.
 
   “Yeah, but I am starting to wonder how many more of these we can endure.” Simon began to stretch out his arms, making circles. He knew that his shoulders were going to be very sore by the end of the day.
 
   “Da!” a tiny voice called from down below the catwalk.
 
   Looking over the edge, Simon saw Wamil with two-year-old Elizabeth on her hip. The little girl’s black hair fluttered in the gentle breeze of the day. As soon as she saw her daddy, she reached out for him.
 
   “Da, up!” the little girl insisted.
 
   “Not right now, little one,” Simon answered with a shake of his head. “You have to stay with mommy for a while. Daddy has work to do.”
 
   “Mroarrrr?” the girl mewled in a surprisingly good impersonation of a zombie. She strained to look over her mother’s shoulder after Wamil kissed Simon on the cheek and headed to her station to prepare and receive any of the injured that might occur during the coming fight.
 
   “Yep,” Nelson chuckled, “that’s your daughter.”
 
   “Yesterday she was having her teddy bear pretending to eat her other dolls,” Simon muttered. “I have a hard time believing that is the extent of the trauma she endured.”
 
   He was referring to an incident three weeks ago when a mob almost the size of this one managed to breach a section of the community’s defenses. It was like watching footage of a dam bursting. There was this small trickle at first, and then the section of wall collapsed and the undead poured in through the hole in a torrent. Several of them managed to get all the way to the safety square.
 
   The safety square was a fall back location of last resort. It was made from old train cars; more precisely, the sides of the train cars that were cut away and used to create an eighty-by-eighty square that housed the entrance to the underground bunker. It was a double failsafe that had taken most of a year to complete. They actually thought that it would be a defense against the living.
 
   When the zombies broke through, a few of the people who were running for the doors of the sanctuary got pulled down. Against protocol, the people manning the door ran out to try and help. Of course they were pulled down as well, and the zombies were soon within the enclosure. 
 
   Elizabeth had been set inside the door by Wamil who went to shut the door despite the screams of protest from some of the others who were insisting on sending out even more people to try and help the growing number of casualties. Apparently the little girl had a perfect view of the carnage.
 
   “Has everybody been briefed and reminded about the fallback zone?” Simon asked as Nelson took his spot on the wall.
 
   “At least a dozen times,” the man confirmed.
 
   “I sure hope that patchwork repair we did on that section of the wall holds up better,” Simon said between clenched teeth as he readied himself for the coming wall of undeath.
 
   “Is it me, or are they starting to lose their stink?” Nelson chirped as he pulled his long staff from his shoulder and removed the protective tips that covered both ends where the steel spike tips were mounted.
 
   “It’s just you,” Melena said from her spot in the tower on the right where she began to prime the pump that would send a mist of treated oil into the trench once the zombies began to fill it.
 
   “You think this will ever end?” Dawn called from the tower on the left.
 
   “Well, last I heard before the zombie uprising, we had a total of around fifty million people. I figure this will probably last for a while,” Simon called back.
 
   “So basically we will be fighting zombies for the rest of our lives?” Caron groaned. “That sure as hell isn’t how any of the zombie pictures ended.”
 
   “You’re right,” Simon quipped. “They usually ended with the last few people being overrun and wiped out.”
 
   “Why would anybody want to watch something so depressing?” Niamh grumbled as she opened her case of bolts and readied her crossbow.
 
   “How would you end a zombie movie?” Nelson asked with a gruff chuckle as he headed out on the catwalk that would put him above the leading edge of the zombies.
 
   “And they lived happily ever after!” Melena crowed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Dip your toes into a world that is perhaps more frightening than any zombie apocalypse…
 
    
 
   Enjoy a sneak peek at—
 
    
 
   UnCivil War: 
 
   A Modern Day Race War 
 
   in the United States
 
   (Available now!)
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   “We, the jury, find the defendant, Samuel James Anderson…not guilty of Manslaughter in the first degree,” the young foreman read from the index card in his slightly trembling left hand.
 
   A moment of silence hung in the courtroom; then, like an avalanche on a snowy mountainside, the sound built to a tremendous roar. On one side, officers of the Seattle Police Department cheered and slapped each other on the backs. There were smiles all around. On the other, members of the African-American community glared, scowled, and cried out their protests at the injustice. Another one of their own had been shot and killed by a police officer…who would apparently get away scot-free.
 
   “Murderer!” an elderly woman screamed as she fell into the aisle on her knees. “You killed my baby boy!”
 
   Jerry Burns scanned the crowd, his eyes taking in as much detail as possible. As he exited the courtroom and headed down the mostly empty hall of the courthouse’s second floor, a buzz was already building in the hundreds who had not been able to secure a seat inside for the announcement of the verdict. He could actually feel the anger mounting around him. This was not going to be a pretty scene.
 
   Seven months earlier, Officer Samuel James Anderson—Sammy to his friends—and his partner Adam Redding responded to a bank robbery in progress at the King Street branch of Pacific Savings and Loan. When they arrived, the suspect could be seen through the large front window brandishing a shotgun. Officer Anderson ignored protocol when the suspect seized a visibly pregnant woman and used her as a human shield while he moved to the door.
 
   “You mother fuckers come closer and I spray this bitch’s head all over the sidewalk,” the young man yelled.
 
   “Let’s talk this over!” 
 
   That is what the court transcripts claim Officer Anderson said in response. In truth, nothing was actually said by either officer. They shared a glance and Officer Redding got to his feet with his hands in the air. As soon as the suspect’s attention turned, Officer Anderson rose from behind the bumper of the squad car and fired. His bullet struck the suspect just above the right temple.
 
   The preliminary investigation was already finished and hadn’t even garnered a mention in the Seattle Times. It wasn’t until an anonymous witness told a reporter that she had video from her cell phone that clearly showed no attempt was made to negotiate with the bank robbery suspect. Within two days, every local news station in Seattle was playing and replaying that footage.
 
   During the trial, the defense attorney for Officer Anderson made a big deal about the poor audio quality and instead had the jury focus on the dollar figure paid to the shooter of that video by the media. The PR firm hired to represent the Seattle Police made it a point to trot out every non-white member of the force to “prove” that racism was not a problem in the city. Officer Anderson was regularly seen on the news returning from calls where he rescued kittens from trees and helped blue-haired, elderly ladies carry their groceries to their homes (that he just happened to be cruising past when the need arose).
 
   Meanwhile, the criminal record of Lionel Wells was traced all the way back to his childhood where he entered the system at age nine after being caught shoplifting a pack of bubble gum from a Kwik Mart. The “habitual criminal behavior” of the late Lionel Wells included three traffic tickets and a fourth degree Domestic Violence arrest.
 
   Jerry ducked into the men’s room and whipped out his phone. He’d purposely sat beside the door to the courtroom so he could slip out as soon as the verdict was read. He was going to get the story out first this time. After being scooped by Action News Radio during the mayoral race when the incumbent was caught leaving a gay bar arm in arm with a garishly dressed transgender male who looked nothing at all like his wife, Jerry was going to beat everybody to the punch—including Action News Radio.
 
   “This is Shelly,” an agitated-sounding voice answered on the second ring.
 
   “Not guilty,” Jerry said. There was a moment of silence where he was almost unsure whether anybody was still on the other end of the line.
 
   “Not guilty on the Anderson story,” Shelly yelled without bothering to cover the mouthpiece.
 
   “There’s more,” Jerry added after shaking his head to clear the ringing.
 
   “There always is with you, isn’t there?”
 
   “This has nothing to do with us.” Jerry felt a headache, the kind that only Shelly could give him, begin to throb in his temples. “The folks in the courtroom are really agitated.”
 
   “Did you think otherwise? After all, the police aren’t high on the African-American community’s list of favorite people as of late. Hell…as of ever.”
 
   “No,” Jerry insisted, “this is something bigger.”
 
   “So get the story.” Shelly was obviously done with this conversation. “That is what we pay you for.”
 
   Just as he thumbed his screen to end the call, a loud crash sounded from outside. He quickly went to video mode on his phone in case there was something good that he could sell to one of the local networks, and opened the door. Almost as if on cue, a body slid past on the polished granite floor; not just any body, this was a uniformed police officer!
 
   The next thing that struck Jerry was the wall of sound. The yelling, screaming, crying, and cursing were tremendous. Moving out of the doorway for a better look, he saw what could only be described as a free-for-all melee. He brought up his phone and started capturing video; this was going to rake in a fortune. The judge had demanded that all news teams keep their camera crews out in front of the courthouse building. 
 
   As his hand held the phone up to record the fight, his eyes scanned for anybody else who might be doing the same thing. He felt a surge of actual giddiness when he couldn’t find a single soul “rolling tape” on this scene. However, his reporter’s eyes were beginning to register something else: except for a few uniformed officers of varying shades of mocha wading in to help their comrades, this fight was clearly divided on a racial line.
 
   Jerry’s eyes caught a sudden flurry of movement just to his right and he turned as three young gangbanger types—in their mid-teens at the most—wrestled an officer to the ground. One of the youngsters had pulled the police-issue handgun free from its holster. Jerry instantly brought his phone around just in time to catch the youth firing three shots into the chest of the downed policeman.
 
   There was a split-second where the melee froze; it was like a Hollywood special effect. That was the moment it could have stopped. That was the moment Jerry would always think of when he wondered if things could have gone differently. What happened next was a furious escalation of the fighting. Packs of African-American men and boys mobbed the heavily outnumbered Seattle Police Department. It didn’t help that most of those in attendance were in civilian clothes or dress uniforms without even a set of handcuffs.
 
   Jerry ducked back into the bathroom after he’d gotten what he deemed a sufficient amount of footage. Besides, after the shooting of the downed policeman, the rest of the footage was filler and fodder. He segmented the video with expert ease and sent the files to his personal email. None of this would matter if his phone was destroyed and the footage lost. 
 
   As he leaned against the door and took a moment to catch his breath, he began to notice an angry buzzing sound. With more caution than he was usually known for, Jerry took slow steps to the barred window. It only opened about three inches. Probably to keep some of the folks who come out on the losing end in the courtrooms from taking that last leap, Jerry surmised. Outside was chaos. It seemed that the fighting inside was simply the warm-up. Pockets of angry African-Americans—men, women, and even children—had been swept up in the fury he’d witnessed in that hallway.
 
   “This is why I left L.A.,” Jerry grumbled as he tapped the screen on his phone to call the station.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “…as reports continue to flood in about the possibility of riots flaring up outside the Seattle Public Courthouse in response to the ‘Not Guilty’ verdict of Officer Sam ‘Sammy’ Anderson—”
 
   Click.
 
   “…as many as seven injured according to unofficial sources—”
 
   Click.
 
   “…even rumors of shots fired—”
 
   Click.
 
   Shelly Casteel set down the remote after switching the television off. It had been over three hours since KTKK had cut into the midday call-in talk show with a ‘Breaking News’ report from Jerry Burns, live at the courthouse. Of course, by now, nobody except for commuters stuck in traffic on the freeway were listening to their radios anymore. Once those first videos hit the air, it was all about the graphic footage.
 
   Still, she had an ace up her sleeve. Unfortunately, it came wrapped in the package that was Jerry Burns; field reporter, direct link to the mayor…and ex-lover. Her phone rang and she saw Jerry’s newest Facebook profile picture show up on her screen. Jerry was grinning smugly at the camera phone he was obviously holding while leaning precariously out a window. Below, you could see the mob of people outside of the courthouse.
 
   “When are you going to get here?” Shelly demanded as she answered on the second ring.
 
   “Shells,” Jerry laughed; he knew how she hated when he called her that, “I may be a while. There is no sign this is going to die down, and I ain’t leaving this bathroom until it does. Have you seen what is going on? My lily-white ass would be pummeled if I go out there now.”
 
   “The director from the network will be here in ten minutes.” Shelly pinched the bridge of her nose with two fingers. He’d promised to deliver exclusive footage that would blow everything else away.
 
   “This is why you need to go to my computer and get my email.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this an hour ago?”
 
   “I figured I’d be there in time and, quite frankly, I wanted to bask in the glory.”
 
   “So how do I get in?”
 
   “The password is ‘Sh3llB1tch’. The ‘E’ is a three and the ‘I’ is a one,” Jerry explained.
 
   “Cute.” Why did she always hook up with such assholes? Shelly asked herself. “And you say that you won’t sell for less than fifty?”
 
   “Trust me, when you see what is there, you’ll understand.”
 
   “You know how Brent is with money.”
 
   “Bastard makes us pay for our own booze at the Christmas party…yeah…I know how Brent is,” Jerry grumbled. “I also know that he would mortgage his house and prostitute his teenage daughter if he thought it would garner him an ‘in’ with the national folks.”
 
   “I just want you to—” A loud crash from Jerry’s end cut her off. 
 
   “Shit!” was all she heard before the line went dead. 
 
   The dolt probably tripped over himself getting to the mirror to check his hair. He’d call back soon enough. She had a meeting to prepare for and needed to get to a mirror herself now that she thought of it. 
 
   She flipped open the closet in her office and turned the light on above the mirror. Her hair was an absolute mess. How many times had she run her hands through it in agitated frustration today? She ran a brush through her thick brunette tresses and did an emergency triage on her lipstick. As always, her eyes looked great. They were her best weapon and she used the hazel orbs every chance she got.
 
   “Shelly?” A knock made her jump. Fortunately, her closet door was between her and the entry to her office. She quickly fixed her smile and stepped out to greet her visitor.
 
   “Brent,” she used that breathy voice honed during her years as an air personality on the radio station she now managed, “how nice of you to stop in.”
 
   “You said you have some footage that will bury everybody else.” 
 
   Typical Brent; all business. She just hoped that Jerry wasn’t over-selling himself on this like he had his abilities as a lover.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The door to the bathroom flew open causing Jerry to drop his phone. Two angry-looking, young, African-American men barged in. One of them had blood dripping from his hands and rushed to the sink.
 
   “Told you ya shouldn’t of hit that pig in the mouth, you already—” the uninjured one was saying. 
 
   Both men froze when they noticed Jerry. There was a moment of silent tension as they each stared at Jerry who was bent over partway in the act of picking up his phone.
 
   “Hi, guys,” Jerry finally said while trying to keep the tremor out of his voice.
 
   “You gotta be mutha fuckin’ kidding,” the bleeding man said.
 
   “Thought all the white folks was cleared out of this place and hiding in their living rooms,” the other sneered.
 
   “And I thought all the fun was over for today,” the bleeder said through a wince as he suddenly seemed to remember his hand.
 
   “I don’t want any trouble,” Jerry said, immediately regretting how he sounded so incredibly weak.
 
   “None of y’all white folks do when we standin’ right in front of ya,” the bleeder said as he thrust his hand under a faucet. “But when we’s gone, then you all gots plenty to say.”
 
   “You pro’ly one of them folks run his mouth when the camera is on you asking if that cop shoulda got off,” the other added, taking a step towards Jerry.
 
   “Actually,” the gears began spinning in Jerry’s head, quickly displacing the fear, “I’m a reporter for KTKK radio. Maybe you two would like me to interview you; let you get your side of the story out for people to hear.”
 
   “How you gonna do that?” the bleeder asked, looking skeptical. Still, there was something in his eyes that Jerry recognized instantly. He’d been out in the field enough to see when somebody wanted to take a chip off of their fifteen minutes of fame.
 
   “I can ask you questions,” he waved his phone, “and record the interview on this. When I get back to the station, I clean it up and it goes on the air.”
 
   “Whatcha think, Cleon?” the bleeder asked as he wrapped his hand in paper towels.
 
   “I think you bumped your head, Tyree.” Cleon shook his head and continued to glare at Jerry.
 
   “Gentlemen, you could be the voice against injustice,” Jerry urged. “Millions will hear you, and it could be those words that change the course of events for a city. You could be famous.”
 
   Jerry let the word hang in the air for a moment before pressing a few touch screens on his phone. He was absolutely recording. However, he had also called Shelly. He just hoped she answered and paid attention so she would know what to do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brian Hillis followed the two men down the wooded trail. They occasionally whispered amongst themselves, but at no point did they so much as glance back at him. Brian did his best to pick landmarks that would stick in his memory. Right now he knew that he was about five miles outside of Salmon, Idaho. The road—if a pair of ruts that led into the woods could be called such a thing—was just past a roadside tavern called Whitey’s. Fitting considering the main clientele were members of a local white supremacist militia group.
 
   Brian had spent the last eight months infiltrating this group. It was rumored that they had big plans: assassinate the president. They were part of a wave of discontent blaming the new administration for everything from the economy, to the lack of tourism in New Hampshire. There were a lot of groups out there that made brash claims around a few beers and a bottle of whiskey. The problem with this group was that they had apparently made a practice run on the governor of the state of neighboring Washington. 
 
   It had been a very efficient operation. They had covered their tracks so well that it was really only a fluke that led the boys at Langley to this particular gang. A video camera in a pawn shop across the street from where the governor made his last fund-raising speech caught two men leaving the scene amidst the chaos. After some enhancement, one face was identified: Bill Hayes.
 
   Bill Hayes had been a member of an elite Marine task force and served with distinction in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya. His field of expertise was the elimination of high-priority political targets. His work had made national news more than a half dozen times, only, he was never credited. The deaths were usually attributed to some local group that the United States wanted to see gain prominence. That almost always meant that they had somebody that the American government could put in power that would “work towards a new democratic beginning.”
 
   “You guys taking me to Canada?” Brian asked after another hour of walking. He was slightly amused at their assumption that walking him in circles and criss-crossing the same area for this long would disorient him. If he was correct, and he was confident that he was, then they weren’t more than two miles away from where they’d parked the truck.
 
   “Just a bit farther,” the fat one with the forked beard, Jessie Klemm according to the files he’d studied before going undercover, replied. 
 
   Jessie was a book you didn’t want to judge by its cover. He looked like a typical rednecked moron; he was anything but. Jessie had earned his Expert Marksmen status with the Navy SEALS. He’d eventually been dismissed from service for assaulting his lieutenant. According to reports, he shattered the man’s jaw and cheek with one punch. His only words of defense to the inquiry and court-martial had been, “No nigger is gonna tell me what to do.”
 
   “You gots someplace to be?” the skinny one missing his top and bottom front teeth snorted. That would be Will Tomkins. His book was more like a pamphlet. High school drop-out and juvenile delinquent with a lifetime of petty crime on his record, Will was a flunky and nothing more.
 
   “Nope,” Brian made sure he sounded as bored as possible, “but if I wanted a tour, I’d have called the chamber of commerce and asked for one.”
 
   “You sassin’ me?” Will stopped and spun around.
 
   That’s the problem with flunkies, Brian thought, they’re always trying to prove they belong. “Does it show?” Brian stopped walking. 
 
   He knew well enough that groups like this had certain codes of ‘honor’ they lived by. One of the biggest ones was a bizarre sense of what they classified as respect. What it basically amounted to was being the bigger bully. If somebody gave you any crap, you busted them in the mouth or they passed you in the organization’s status.
 
   “We ain’t got time for this,” Jessie grumbled.
 
   “But he—”
 
   “Then take it up later,” Jessie cast a glance over his shoulder at Brian and smirked. “This is gonna be done today one way or the other.”
 
   Brian kept his eyes locked on Will, but he didn’t like the sounds of things. There was something in Jessie’s voice that portended something very ominous. 
 
   They resumed walking. About ten minutes later, Brian spied a clearing. They had finally stopped walking in circles. This was a new area that they hadn’t already tromped through a dozen times. A moment later, they were walking through a small complex of cabins. It was obvious that nobody was here…or at least anybody that wanted to be seen. 
 
   They stopped at what looked like an old-fashioned well. It was about three feet high and circular. It even had a little wooden roof over it and a spool of rope with a bucket dangling just above the open hole. However, there was also a nylon cord that vanished into this well. It was tied to a stake that was driven into the ground. 
 
   Jessie put on a pair of gloves and began hauling on the cord. His arms bulged at the effort. Whatever was at the other end of that line wasn’t light. It still took Brian a moment to realize what it was when the payload finally came in to view. 
 
   The body fell to the ground with an unceremonious thud. Will stepped close and nudged it with his booted foot. It stirred and made weak coughing sounds. Brian tried to conceal everything he felt. Will might be a clueless idiot, but Jessie was another story entirely.
 
   “So?” Brian looked Jessie in the eyes. “You keep a nigger in the well…big deal.”
 
   “Time for you to join the organization, Chet,” Jessie said, producing a .22 pistol.
 
   Chet Atkins; that had been the name he chose as his cover. As a boy who grew up in Chicago, that sounded about as backwoods as he could imagine. Chet just felt like a good old boy’s name.
 
   “Okay.” Brian glanced at the body that was beginning to stir and make strangled pleas to be let go. “So what do you want me to do? Shoot the guy?” He was glad he hadn’t decided to add a laugh at the end of that question. Jessie wasn’t smiling.
 
   “If you’re with us, then this is no big deal.”
 
   “Of course,” Will piped up, he’d produced a six-shot revolver and was spinning it on his finger by the trigger guard, “you back out now and we have to go through the exit interview.” He laughed way too loudly at his own joke, no doubt thinking that he was being witty.
 
   “So I pop this guy, and then what?”
 
   “We go meet up with Bill and the rest. There is a meeting tonight,” Jessie said, thrusting the small handgun at Brian.
 
   Brian took the weapon and stepped up to the man sprawled at his feet. He was told to “infiltrate at all costs” when he was given this assignment. He knew that this would be buried by the department when he revealed it during the debrief. And it wasn’t like this group was being infiltrated to be taken in; there would be an order to eliminate with “extreme prejudice” at some point. That’s how the department stayed out of the news. After Waco, there had been an organizational shift in how extremists were dealt with in order to avoid media backlash. The department had learned that, even if you are dealing with nutcases that are willing to torch themselves and their followers, the government would be the scapegoat.
 
   Brian took the weapon and stepped up to the man. He quickly discerned that this was some poor, homeless wino. All the telltale signs of chronic alcohol abuse were present. There would be nobody looking for this guy. That didn’t make him feel any better about what he was supposed to do. He hoped desperately that, when he pulled the trigger, it would fire a blank or something. Somehow, he didn’t think that was likely. This group really hated people of color. Not just blacks, they were known to be involved in actions against illegal immigrants. Well, Brian didn’t think these guys cared if they were legal or not, just as long as they were Mexican.
 
   “Please—” the man rasped.
 
   Brian pulled the trigger. There was a soft pop. At first he thought he might’ve been wrong. Maybe it was only blanks. Then, the small hole in the man’s forehead began to ooze blood. The man rocked back and fell on his butt. He sat, legs splayed out in front of him for a few seconds. His hands came up to his face and pulled away. The man looked up at Brian, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.
 
   A loud boom sounded, making Brian jump. He spun to see Will blowing across the barrel of his revolver in dramatic fashion.
 
   “Can’t stand to see ‘em suffer.” Will shrugged. “Just like putting down any sick animal.”
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you!” Brian strode over to Will in three quick steps and slapped the big .357 out of the man’s hand. While he was upset at what he had just basically been forced to do, he had no way to get it out of his system; Will had provided the perfect diversion. “I was standing right there, you stupid bastard!”
 
   “It was an easy shot!” Will defended himself weakly. “My four-year-old kid coulda made that shot without comin’ anywhere close to you.”
 
   “Then maybe he should be here!”
 
   “Enough!” Jessie barked. “Will, hand me your gun.”
 
   “But—” the man tried to protest.
 
   “Chet did what he needed to do in order to be accepted. You didn’t have any right poaching his kill.” Jessie walked up to the much smaller man and held out one big hand.
 
   Will handed over the revolver, his eyes downcast like a scolded dog. Jessie stuffed it in to one pocket and turned his attention back to Brian. “You just cost me twenty bucks.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I bet that you were a fed,” Jessie said with a shrug.
 
   “And what made you think that?”
 
   “First it was just an impression, but then you seemed to be too tailor-made for our organization.”
 
   “I don’t follow.” Brian did his best to look confused. Yes, he was going to have to be very careful around Jessie.
 
   “You have a few things on your criminal record, nothing major, but all involving incidents with niggers or spics, not so much else as a speeding ticket. It was just a bit suspicious. And you know what they say…if something is too good to be true.”
 
   “And now?” Brian asked, careful to watch the bigger man’s eyes.
 
   “Now you’re in…and I’ll still be watchin’ ya.”
 
   There was a long silence. Will continued to sulk from his reprimand and, therefore, had nothing to offer. Brian was suddenly certain that he was going to have to kill this former SEAL. He just hoped it wasn’t going to be a hand-to-hand situation. He was confident in his martial arts skills, but he was equally certain that this man was better.
 
   “So,” Jessie finally broke the uncomfortable silence, “let’s go meet the boss and see what has his panties so bunched up.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sacramento, California—Russell “Trix” Clay sat at the recording studio’s massive mixing console. The girl on the other side was proving that there wasn’t a voice in existence that Auto-Tune couldn’t fix. She kept looking out at him through the glass between each verse and giving him a “thumbs-up” gesture with the accompanying look that begged for approval. On cue, she finished another verse and flashed him the look and the gesture. Russell plastered on his biggest grin and popped his own thumbs up in return.
 
   He had to admit, this was so much easier than porn. He’d spent most of the 80s making cheap video tapes and pimping. Now, he could make a demo for some no-talent girl who thought she was the next Madonna or Janet Jackson, get a few weeks of having his dick sucked, and then move on to the next potential “star”.
 
   The blond in the studio was simply the latest in a string. She was eighteen, or at least claimed to be, and had the five hundred bucks for the price of the “Rising Star” package. That was another thing…the bitches were paying him to suck his dick. Of course, they thought they were paying for studio time and a promotional package; and he always gave them a CD of their session when he was finished with them and ready to move on to the next one.
 
   The generic sample track faded out and the girl pulled off her headphones. Russell flipped the switch to open the intercom. “That was great, Sheila.”
 
   “You’re supposed to call me “Sheba Street” when I’m in the studio, remember?” The girl had an even worse talking voice than she did a singing voice if that were possible. “You said that if it helped me get into the vibe, you would refer to me by my new stage name in the studio.”
 
   “Sorry, Sheba.” Russell made at least a minimal attempt to sound like he meant it. That was okay, tonight he was gonna take it out on her ass…literally. “So maybe you should run through the song again, but this time try to put some anger in the hook.”
 
   “You think I need to sound more gangsta?”
 
   God, Russell thought, nobody said that word anymore, did they? Well, nobody but suburban white kids who thought that saying it made them one. Most of these kids would actually shit themselves if they came face-to-face with a real Hard-timer.
 
   Just then, the door to the studio opened. It was his so-called business partner, Tremont Epps. Tremont played the role of record label executive when it was Russell’s turn to be the studio producer. They switched roles every month or so depending on how long they wanted to bang the new prospect; and that of course depended on which “Star” package the girl bought.
 
   “Trixie,” the man came in and flopped down into the other leather seat, “I been calling your cell all day.”
 
   “Yeah, well you know I turn it off when I’m in here, Tre,” Russell pronounced it like “tree” because he knew it pissed Tremont off. He wanted it pronounced “tray”.
 
   “Man, you ain’t been seein’ what’s going down in Seattle.”
 
   “They finally get an expansion team to replace the Sonics?”
 
   “No, man, they’s riotin’,” Tremont said with a big smile that showed of his gold front tooth. 
 
   “The fuck you mean? You mean rioting as in a bunch of stupid white folks wearing bandanas on their faces and spray painting that stupid anarchy symbol on the fronts of banks, or you talking South Central?”
 
   “I don’t think they got enough bruthas up north to pull the real deal, but they got it bangin’ up there.” Tremont fished out his phone and his fingers flew as he navigated the screens until he found what he was looking for. “Check this shit out.” He handed the phone to Russell.
 
   The footage was shaky, and it took Russell a minute to realize what he was seeing. The video finished and then restarted on a loop. This time, Russell paid closer attention. Sure enough, there it was again. To the left in the picture, a uniformed police officer went to the floor under a pile of young brothers. There was a muffled ‘pop’ and one of the youngsters was looking at the gun in his hand like he’d never seen it before. There was an instant where all those around him stood there shocked, then they all started pounding the shooter on the back and cheering. Russell looked even closer and saw the small dark pool forming on the polished floor.
 
   “Little man shot a cop?” Russell handed the phone back. “Where did you get the video?”
 
   “It’s on every channel right now,” Tremont replied. “But I wouldn’t have come for just that.” He flipped through a few more screens and handed the phone back to Russell. The footage was almost all the same in that it was mobs of black men and women on the streets. They were standing their ground against tear gas canisters and rubber bullets. Windows were being smashed, cars tipped or lit on fire, and a lot of yelling and screaming.
 
   Russell watched a few clips before handing the phone back to Tremont. He sat there silently for a moment until an annoying buzz snapped his attention back. He looked up to see Sheila glaring at him with a hand on one hip. As soon as his eyes met hers, she pressed the intercom buzzer again.
 
   “I thought I was gonna do the hook thingy again sounding angry,” the girl snapped in a poor impersonation of an angry black woman that just came off sounding uneducated and spoiled.
 
   “Just talking with a guy from the recording label,” Russell said out of habit.
 
   “He’s from the label?” the girl shrieked, proving that her voice could in fact get more annoying.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh. Em. Gee. I’m sorry…I’ll wait. You two talk or whatever you need to do…did he hear my demo? Is he gonna—”
 
   Russell clicked off the intercom and turned back to Tremont. “We’re set up for a riot here.”
 
   “But the riot is there,” Tremont said, tapping the screen of his phone. “And I bet you they ain’t got nothing in the way of riot preparation like South Central and the LAPD. We might have to drive a few hours, but it’s still about the message, right?”
 
   Russell sat quietly again. They’d had this planned out for over two decades. In that time, probably half their numbers had filtered out. All that were left were the hardcore believers. There would be some logistics to work out, but Tremont had a point. They’d planned to go heads-up with a police force that was trained in riot response. Seattle might have some crude plans in place, but nothing to deal with what he had in mind.
 
   “Get me street maps. Google should have the pictures we need,” Russell finally said. “Call the whole group, tell them I want everybody packed and at my house in six hours. If anybody has family in Seattle, we need to know.”
 
   “Actually,” Tremont looked a bit sheepish, “I already called everybody. We can be ready to roll in an hour. I told ya I’ve been trying to call you all day.”
 
   Russell felt a bit of that old anger surge. It must’ve shown in his eyes because Tremont scooted back in his chair.
 
   “I wasn’t going over you, brother.” Tremont raised his hands in defense. “It’s just that you ain’t been taking any interest in the cause much lately. You been busy—”
 
   “Nailing stupid white girls,” Russell finished the thought. “No, you’re right, Tremont. I guess I got lazy. It’s just so easy to do when you start running a game that keeps you in cash and pussy.”
 
   “You still want to wait ‘til tonight?” Tremont asked. “I can call the brothers and tell ‘em.”
 
   “No, Tremont.” Russell shook his head. “It is time we live by our creed.”
 
   “The time is now,” both men recited together.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Benny Richards pulled on his goggles and tugged the drawstrings for his hooded sweatshirt tight. He tapped his pocket to ensure all his “gear” was ready. Taking one last look at the television, he felt his heart race a bit. They were rioting downtown. He never missed a riot if he could help it. He might even see about upgrading to a better flat screen while he was out.
 
   Leaving his studio apartment, his phone buzzed. It was work. Like he was gonna come in to the copier shop today. Besides, if what he’d seen on television was correct, the copy store was likely to get some of the riot overflow. The windows were as good as broke. In fact, he smiled behind his bandana; maybe he would throw the first brick.
 
   Taking the stairs three at a time, he bounded down the four flights and out onto the street. Up the hill, he could see the smoke. He’d been in so many protests that he thought he might actually be getting immune to tear gas. He started up the hill at a fast walk. Running would only draw attention, and he wanted to get to the action before he had to deal with the police. 
 
   As he neared, he could hear the soothing buzz of an angry crowd. He paused for a minute and scratched his head. For a moment he’d forgotten what this one was about. That’s right, he thought, some black kid got shot robbing a bank or something. He briefly considered the possibility that he might not be wanted at this little demonstration, but quickly dismissed it. People who are pissed love anybody willing to take their side, or in Benny’s case, at least acting like they are. Benny just wanted to break stuff. He could care less about the cause as long as there was some breaking and burning going on. 
 
   He thumbed his iPod for some good thrash metal and resumed his fast walk to the scene of the mayhem. Just as he crested the hill, a group of ten or so black guys came into view.
 
   “Fuck the Seattle Police!” Benny yelled. He pulled the brick from his pocket—he always brought his first ‘throwing’ brick—and chucked it at the largest window in sight.
 
   The group stopped and seemed to have a quick meeting of the minds. Cool, Benny thought, I can clique up with some brothers. Better to run with a pack, plus, if the cops show, I won’t be as likely of a target.
 
   The group started walking his way and Benny thumbed down the volume on his iPod. “S’up, fellas?” They continued walking his direction, but there was something in their faces that caused Benny to pause. They looked…pissed. At him!
 
   Without warning, the group broke into a sprint. Benny stood stock still. His legs refused to listen to the voice in his head that screamed for him to run. So this is what a deer in the headlights feels like, his inner-voice scoffed.
 
   The group hit him in a bum’s rush that sent Benny sprawling. He’d been in a few mosh pits. There was a cardinal rule; if you ever lost your footing, the first thing you do is cover your head. That didn’t help for long. As the kicks continued and things inside him broke or ruptured, Benny’s arms couldn’t stay wrapped around his head any longer. As he lost consciousness, his last thoughts were, What did I ever do to these guys?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “…currently traffic is at a standstill on I-5 as protesters have started throwing firebombs at passing motorists. Chief of Police Michael Rhodes says that his men are working to restore order, but advises all citizens to stay clear of the City Center area as well as the stadium complex…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Grady Moses sat on the bench and took out his handkerchief. At eighty-seven, all this walking was getting a bit tiring. He watched a group of young brothers and sisters trot past.
 
   “Stay solid, Oh-Gee!” one of them shouted. 
 
   Stupid kids, he thought as they disappeared around a corner. Today’s generation didn’t know diddly-squat about proper rioting. Hardly any buildings were burning, and he’d passed at least a dozen shops without a single busted window. Now Watts…that was a proper riot. These kids are just running around willy-nilly without really doing anything.
 
   Grady spied a golf ball-sized rock in the gutter and climbed wearily to his feet. It took him a few seconds of strained effort to bend that far over to pick it up, but eventually he held the stone in his hand. Looking around, he saw one of those overpriced coffee shops that sit on every corner in the city. White folks loved paying too much for a cup of coffee.
 
   Clutching his cane in his off hand, Grady crossed the street to the coffee house. Inside, he could see a few customers. They were all face down in their laptop computers or hammering away madly at their newfangled computer phones. Not one of them noticed as he raised his arm, cocked it back, and hurled the rock at the giant window. Of course, seconds later, every head in the place—after coming up from wherever they ducked when the glass shattered and crashed—was staring out the window. All they saw was an old man hobbling away on his cane.
 
   “Damn kids musta run past,” one of the customers finally said with a weak laugh. “At least they didn’t hurt that poor little old man over there.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jerry sat down on the counter where the row of sinks lined the wall. The two young men had finally said all they could think of and left. He had to admit, one of them was actually quite well-spoken.
 
   Wow, he thought, are you that much of a closet racist? He admitted to himself that he fully expected the two men to ramble on about a bunch of “white man always keepin’ a brutha down” crap. Tyree actually made some very strong points about how the entire police system was designed to protect its own from within, 
 
   “…and not just against the African-American community,” he’d said. “Like that retarded boy that got Tazed, cuffed, and beat down…that was a white boy. Only, none of the cops got in trouble…they was cops. That was their defense.”
 
   Jerry pushed a few buttons and sent the audio file to his email. He would call Shelly in a bit and tell her about it, but first, he needed to get out of this place. He’d talked his way out of one beating, but he doubted his luck would hold. After the two had left, he quickly brought up the local newsfeed. The situation was escalating, and now it looked like it would be a couple of days at least before things settled down.
 
   Cautiously, he opened the bathroom door. The floor was a shambles, but appeared to be empty. He hurried across to the courtroom. It would be good to have a few shots of the aftermath. The door was mostly off its hinges, which was impressive given the size of the door and the sturdiness of the hinges. 
 
   Jerry was unprepared for what he saw when he peeked inside. There were two dead bodies in the aisle. One was wearing the tattered remnants of a policeman’s dress blue uniform. There was an ugly dent on the side of his head and a trickle of blood had dried on that ear. A few feet away, a husky young Hispanic girl was sprawled partway in between the benches of the third and fourth row. Jerry recognized her as the stenographer.
 
   A faint rustling sound caused him to stop in his tracks. It was coming from the docket area. He looked for anything that he could use as a weapon to defend himself and found nothing,
 
   “Hello?” Jerry called out. His voice sounded way louder than he was comfortable with. “Who’s there?”
 
   He considered backing out and beating a hasty exit, then he heard the soft moan. Advancing cautiously, he followed the sound to the judge’s bench. Behind it, a halo of blood pooling around his head, lay sprawled the judge who had presided over the Anderson trial.
 
   Jerry rushed over, looking for something to use to stop the bleeding from the nasty gash on the judge’s forehead. Finding nothing, he tugged at the robe. It wasn’t very absorbent, but he was able to wad a section of it up and press it on the wound.
 
   “My chamber,” the man rasped, “my pills are in my chamber.”
 
   “Pills?” Jerry asked, confused. Pills weren’t going to do any good in stopping the bleeding.
 
   “My heart…” the judge coughed, and his face scrunched up from the apparent pain.
 
   “Why don’t I call—” Jerry stopped in mid-sentence. Call? Who would he call? He’d seen outside, and the rioting was all around the courthouse. It was unlikely that emergency crews could get to them. And even if they could, it wouldn’t be any time soon.
 
   “Okay, sir,” Jerry climbed back to his feet, “you stay here and I’ll be right back.” Did he really just tell the judge bleeding out from a head wound and possibly suffering a heart attack to stay put?
 
   He went to the door behind the judge’s bench and tried the knob. It opened and he wondered briefly if judges ever locked their door when court was in session. Was there a need? God, he thought, where the hell is my brain going? There is a riot taking place, and I am having possibly the most convoluted inner-monolog in history. I need to get my mind back on track.
 
   He was relieved to find the bottle of heart medication sitting out in the open on the desk. He’d only just realized that he hadn’t bothered to ask where it might be. Hurrying back, he caught the acrid stench of a bowel movement. Jerry dropped the bottle of pills and flopped down in the judge’s enormous chair. Correct that, he thought, the late judge’s chair.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brian followed Jessie into the smoky tavern. There were already a couple dozen men standing around in groups talking loudly in Southern accents—which Brian considered peculiar since they were in Idaho—that were laden with plenty of expletives and an abundance of the “N” word.
 
   “I see our boy passed his initiation,” one of the men just inside the door said to Jessie as they entered. “Guess you can pay up when we get back.”
 
   “Get back?” Jessie stopped, turning to the man who Brian was almost certain was called “Slimmy”.
 
   “That’s what this meetin’ is all about,” Slimmy said with a grin. “Buncha uppity niggers is putting Seattle to the torch. Word is, we aim to cruise on over and see about doin’ some crowd dispersal. Everybody knows that coon they got for a governor ain’t gonna let nobody do nothin’ to stop things. Hell, he’ll probably invite the rioters to the mansion for dinner.”
 
   “So we gonna drive to Seattle and bust some heads?” These were the first words Will had spoken since being reprimanded by Jessie. He sounded way too excited.
 
   “Seems to be the rumor,” Slimmy said with a nod and a wink.
 
   Great, Brian thought, how the hell am I going to contact the office and set up a time to bust these yahoos if I am on the road to Seattle? He didn’t see a time in the near future where he would be able to get to the locker he kept at the bus station where he kept his cell phone. The one he carried was a simple burner phone. He cursed how lazy he’d become when it came to memorizing phone numbers.
 
   “Well it looks like we’ll have one more set of knuckles in the mix,” Jessie slapped Brian on the back, if not a little too hard to actually be friendly.
 
   “So he popped that piece of shit?” somebody called out.
 
   “You won’t be seein’ him beggin’ outside the liquor store no more,” Will snorted.
 
   “You’d think them beggin’ ass welfare monkeys would get the clue when their friends keep turning up missing,” Slimmy wheezed and lit another cigarette to replace the one he stubbed out as he spoke.
 
   “Ain’t none of ‘em got a lick of sense,” Jessie agreed. “I can’t believe there are still any left in this town. They’re like roaches. Kill a hundred and two hundred more will come crawling out from under the garbage can.”
 
   “Can I get everybody to take a seat,” a voice rose above the din.
 
   Brian turned to see the group’s leader, Bill Hayes, as he stepped up onto the small stage at the back of the bar. The man looked just like the picture in his file. His reddish-blond hair was a wavy mop on his head. His broad chest and arms bulged with muscle that could easily be seen under the black tee shirt. The long scar down the right side of his face where, according to his military file, a North Korean assassin had managed to get in one swipe with his blade before Bill Hayes caught him in a choke hold and snapped the man’s neck, showed up a bright white in the bank of lights over the stage. He actually was reported to have stitched his flayed face in the bathroom of the hotel room where the attempted assassination took place.
 
   “I don’t know how many of you have been watching the news.” Bill’s voice didn’t boom, it simply carried throughout the room at a volume that everybody could easily hear. “It seems that another piece of shit criminal that got shot while breaking the law has caused a member of the Seattle Police Department to go on trial. When the jury reached a just and proper verdict of “Not Guilty,” the niggers got mad and started trashing the courtroom. Things got out of hand, and now they are rioting in the streets, demanding justice.”
 
   A murmur went up through the room. Bill seemed content to let that continue for a while before raising his hands to settle the crowd. Brian was only a little surprised at how quickly silence fell on the smoky room. It was obvious that Bill was very much in control.
 
   “Tonight we will load the ‘Scenario Alpha’ packs into the RVs and head west. We should arrive just before sunrise. As of yet, the National Guard is not on the scene. We will utilize police scanners to pinpoint the law enforcement activity and strike where they are not.
 
   “I want all team leaders to meet me in the office for individual assignments.” Bill scanned the room for a few seconds before continuing, “And I want to welcome Chet Atkins to our family. He just returned from pledging with Jessie and Will. Welcome, Chet.” With that, the man stepped down and made his way to a single door situated between the bar and the stage.
 
   “Guess I joined at just the right time,” Brian said to Jessie.
 
   “We’ll see.” Jessie shrugged and headed to the same door Bill had gone through. Brian decided that it wouldn’t do any harm to have a drink. Besides, he was still a little shaky from the day’s earlier activities. A hand caught his shoulder and he turned to find Will’s glowering face.
 
   “We ain’t done with our beef,” the man hissed and walked away before Brian could respond.
 
   Brian shrugged off the comment and headed towards a much needed drink. He did his best not to recoil in disgust as the words of congratulations and exuberant back slaps followed him to the bar. The only good thing to come out of it was the fact that he didn’t have to buy either beer, or the shot of bourbon.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “…and with nightfall, law enforcement spokesmen repeat that there is now a curfew in effect for all of King and Pierce counties. It is requested that all residents remain indoors while efforts continue to bring this situation under control. One source expressed optimism that things would be returned to normal within the next seventy-two hours. In other news, city councilmen will meet with the mayor on Sunday to address the city budget deficit…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Russell stared out the window as the scenery whizzed by. Other than the few towns they’d passed through, the entire state of Oregon had seemed like nothing but forests and farms. Why anybody would want to live in such a podunk state was anybody’s guess. They’d crossed over into Washington over an hour ago, and as far as he could tell, it wasn’t much different. No wonder these states have such lousy sports teams, he mused.
 
   “We got about an hour before we get there,” Tremont said from the driver’s seat. “I been listening to the radio, and they are putting a curfew in effect.”
 
   “We gonna get there before dark?” Russell asked, shaking himself to clear his head.
 
   “It’ll be close,” Tremont replied, “but we should make it. My only concern is if they have any sort of roadblocks in place—”
 
   “We already discussed that,” Russell cut the other man off. “If it comes to it, we will do what we have to do. What difference does it make when we kill the first cop? You getting cold feet now that the shit is about to go down?”
 
   “No,” Tremont snapped, “I just don’t want to bring heat on us until we get into the city and make that first strike. I know what you said, but I think it makes a difference if we roll in under the radar. You know as well as I do that the moment we kill a cop, the game changes.”
 
   “You want to try and talk our way past a roadblock with what we got in this car or any of the others? You think a carload of niggas cruising into the heart of a riot ain’t getting pulled over and searched?” 
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “Ain’t no more ‘buts’ to be had. We gonna do what needs doin’ before they get a chance to stop us,” Russell said with finality and turned to look back out the window. 
 
   They drove in silence for the next forty minutes. Slowly, fields and forests began to give way to housing developments and industry. A large body of water to their left came in to view as they crested a hill and looked down into Tacoma.
 
   “That the ocean?” Tremont asked. 
 
   “No,” Russell answered. He had to admit, it was an extremely beautiful sight. “That is Pew-jit sound,” he read from the guide in his lap. At first he’d had no idea how to pronounce the name, but one of the brothers had spent some time in the area. Puget Sound was probably one of the easiest words he found. With names like Sammamish, Puyallup (pronounced PEW-wallup for some damn reason), and Issaquah, the whole area was a phonetic nightmare. 
 
   “So when you think we gonna see the first—” Tremont started to ask. A pair of police cruisers came in to view as they rounded a long, arcing bend in the interstate. 
 
   “Okay, gentlemen,” Russell toggled his phone and brought the other cars up on a conference call, “time for talking is over. You all know what we are about. This is what you signed up for all those years ago. I want you to remember every single time you got pulled over just because you were driving through a neighborhood at night that the cops didn’t think you belonged in. I want you to remember that it takes sacrifice to bring change. Our parents marched in Washington D.C., Selma, and Jackson. They took those first steps, now it is up to us to finish their journey. We’ve tried for decades to play the game by the rules…and it ain’t got us a damn thing. This isn’t about the violence and the killing to come, it is about the opportunity and equality in the future.”
 
   There was silence for a few seconds, then a series of confirmations. The men were ready. As they approached the roadblock, Russell set the sawed-off Mossberg in his lap. Everybody in the car stuffed in their earplugs as their car slowed and joined in the queue.
 
   Tremont looked over his shoulder. He could see three of the other nine cars, trucks, or vans they had loaded into for the trip. His eyes returned to the front, and he tried to remind himself that what was about to happen had to happen. It was just that, after so many years since the South Central riots, that fire of injustice had gone a bit cold. He wasn’t a kid fresh out of college anymore. He had a house and, while somewhat on the shady side, he had a job that made him a good living.
 
   The car in front of them stopped and the police officer stepped up to the window. Of course, the occupants were white and the officer was really only giving them a cursory look; his attentions were already on the next car in line. Theirs. He placed the Beretta 93 in his lap and fingered the trigger.
 
   Russell’s eyes scanned the scene. The two officers checking vehicles were both looking fairly bored. The two that were supposed to be providing backup were sitting in their vehicle. That would be the problem, and that is where he would focus his firepower. He would rely on Tremont and Al “Panama” Hylton to deal with the exposed cops.
 
   The car ahead was waved through, and they were signaled to approach, and then stop. The officer on the driver’s side glanced at the license plate. Of course, they’d swapped out the last of the plates in the parking lot of a grocery store right after they crossed in to Vancouver. Since reaching Oregon, they had made periodic stops to find Washington plates and managed to acquire a set for each of their vehicles.
 
   Tremont rolled down his window as he came to a stop. The officer let his hand brush his weapon in what Tremont figured the man considered to be an intimidating manner. “Where you men head—” He never finished the sentence as Tremont angled his handgun up and fired. The bullet caught the policeman in the throat and blood came in a bright red gush. 
 
   Panama had rolled his window down in the back passenger’s side when they were still a couple of cars back in the queue. He brought his own weapon up, a Remington shotgun, and fired into the chest of the still-frozen officer who was just making his way down the right side of the car.
 
   Russell didn’t pause, he threw open his door and began pumping armor-piercing rounds into the other squad car. The two officers inside jittered and jumped as Pete Sanders came out from the car directly behind and opened up with his H & K MP5. In seconds that seemed like minutes, it was over.
 
   Several cars in the queue started doing everything they could to get out of line and turn around. In their midst, other cars opened up and spilled their deadly cargo as the rest of Russell’s men came out and brought weapons to shoulders. It only took sixty-eight seconds, but in that time, both squad cars on the northbound lane (apparently they weren’t worried about anybody heading south) of Interstate 5 were in flames along with a dozen others.
 
   “Okay!” Russell called after blowing his referee’s whistle. “Let’s get moving. In five minutes, the police will be flooded with calls. Some of these people driving away might have shot video on their phones. By the time we get to downtown Seattle, we will be wanted men.”
 
   The nine car convoy weaved its way through the carnage and sped away down a wide open interstate. Already the scanners were buzzing. The police knew something bad had happened; they just didn’t know exactly what. It was very possible that they would encounter another roadblock before they reached downtown. As they sped by the on- and off-ramps along the way, they could see many of them had barricades set up to prevent anybody from reaching the most direct route in to Seattle.
 
   So far, Russell thought as he watched the looming skyline grow out in front of them, this is going almost as planned. He cast another uncertain glance over at Tremont. He’d been correct. The man had tears rolling down his cheeks. He would need to watch his old friend. A chain being only as strong as its weakest link was an axiom he’d heard in sports. It certainly carried over to this situation. He didn’t think he could kill his friend, but he could certainly disable him if it came to such a thing.
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