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Prologue

The Father

The log cabin sat within a small clearing of the Catskill Mountains two miles north of the minute town of Roscoe, New York. The hamlet had been a resting point for travelers, its location just off Route 17, a busy highway used by people traveling from New York City to Binghamton. The nearby Beaverkill River, combined with the cabin’s wood stove, supplied drinkable water. 

Two beds stood off in the far right corner of the bungalow, separated by a nightstand made from tree limbs. Each bed had a down pillow and two wool blankets, keeping the occupants warm during the wintry nights. 

The cabin was stocked with food. Canned goods, jarred vegetables, beef jerky, pasta and oatmeal filled the shelves in the underground basement—a rough, but rather spacious, dug-out pit beneath the cabin. A red Oriental-style throw-rug covered the hidden door leading to the food supply. 

Bill and his daughter, Riley, were blessed to have found the place and wondered for the first few days if the original owners would show. No one ever did. 

Bill approximated that the food would last about three months between the two of them. They would dig in, rest for a spell; at least until the harsh winter ended. That was all before he became infected, having less than a few days to live. 

The infection was spreading rapidly. He’d dug a grave, fifty feet from the cabin, as soon as he came back from Roscoe. His right arm had lost most of its color, becoming a chalky white, and was cracked with purple veins by the time he went to bed. He’d been bitten while scouting for supplies in the small town. It had seemed vacant, like most others this far north, but a group of the undead had been hiding out in one of the desolated stores. 

The living dead were known to become docile when food wasn’t present, like a computer monitor switching to sleep mode, as if they were conserving power. Bill never understood why they needed energy; they were dead after all. Maybe it was the whole energy could never be destroyed, only converted into another form concept. Or maybe the living dead needed energy the way a living thing did. 

Not much was known about the human brain, even in the year 2020, but for some reason it functioned in the undead. A zombie’s brains could get blown out, but if the brain-eye connection wasn’t severed in the process, the undead would remain active. 

The eyes of an undead had an eerie, radiant-like quality as if they held a source of power. Usually a shot to the head was enough to sever the connection—the optic nerves running to the center of the brain where they met, before splitting into two again and extending into the back of the head—but taking out the eyes themselves was a sure way to stop them. 

Bill had entered four stores, looking for supplies during his time in town, when the fifth proved fatal. Four zombies sprang at him like hungry hyenas on a weakened prey. 

He’d managed to take out three with his .30-30 rifle, his speed and former military training proving handy. The fourth, however, grabbed him. Man and zombie wrestled, slamming into walls and thrashing about, sending empty bottles and cardboard boxes sailing. During the struggle Bill dropped the rifle, his hand slipping up high and grazing the creature’s mouth. He felt the nauseous sting of rotten, infected teeth puncture his skin. The zombie held on like a pitbull, biting down with ferocious force, taking a large chunk of Bill’s fleshy hand. 

He needed to chop off his infected arm before it managed to spread, but the zombie wanted more of his flesh. 

Bill dove, grabbed his rifle from the floor and managed to get the weapon under the creature’s jaw. He pulled the trigger and sent a splattering of brain and skull matter to the ceiling. The zombie’s left eye went dim, but the right was still aglow. The creature attacked, slamming its fist into his temple as he got another shot off, blasting its right eye to hell. The creature slumped to the floor like it was made of blubber, but the impact from its punch sent Bill flying backward. He bashed his head against the countertop’s jagged edge, knocking him unconscious. 

He awoke four hours later; amputation of the infected area no longer an option. The sickness had had enough time to spread throughout his body. 

The disease, or virus, was spread through the blood stream, killing cells as it traveled. He’d bandaged the wound, hoping there was a chance he’d be okay, but that evening his joints were already aching. By the next morning he found it difficult to move his limbs, experiencing the beginnings of living rigor mortis. He hadn’t told his daughter; the thought of her alone in the world was horrifying. 

Since the planet’s initial outbreak, in 2020, Bill had been keeping a journal of their travels, sights and methods of survival. And since returning from town, he’d spent his time writing down everything he could for his daughter. Every military tip he could think of, adding precise details for fishing, boiling water, cooking meat and hunting. Tears fell on the paper as he wrote, blurring some of the words. 

When Riley was awake, he spent every second with her while teaching her the basics of self preservation, and giving her as much love as he could. She was only twelve. 

She had asked him why his hair was falling out, if he was feeling all right, and why he looked so weak. And every time she asked a question, he would answer the same, telling her not to worry and that he’d be okay. 

Alone, the food would last her eight months. He’d already taught her how to shoot; a necessity for surviving in a world gone to hell. Her shoulder, from practicing over time, had hardened, making the rifle’s impact no longer a problem. Bill’s time was up. 

“Daddy’s going away,” he said, her azure eyes locking onto his. He stared into the extension of himself, the female version, her silky dark hair hanging off her shoulders like angel hair spaghetti. 

“When will you be back?” she asked, gripping his hand, worried. 

He was sweating, the fever reaching delirium levels. 

“I’m sick, baby. I don’t have any time left.” He paused, holding back tears. “Everything is prepared, a bit rushed but ready, nonetheless. You don’t have to worry about food or water for some time.” 

His head ached as if a hammer pounded at it. He was having a difficult time concentrating. “Wait here,” he said, getting up off the bed. He walked over to the mirror hanging on the wall; his reflection was sickening, as if staring into the face of a severely burned radiation victim. His hair was almost gone, with strands poking about in patches. Blackened teeth lined his bleeding gums; his eyes were sunken in and hollowed out revealing the skull beneath. The face he looked upon so many mornings was now an unfamiliar gaunt mess, void of color and lined with sweat. 

“I have to go now,” he said, turning to his daughter. He was amazed at how little she’d asked about his condition as it worsened hour by hour. She had believed him when he told her not to worry. 

“No, Daddy,” Riley cried, jumping off the bed, running to him and wrapping her arms around his torso. Bill let her have her last good-bye before pushing her away. 

He had thought about telling her how truly special she was, but what was the point? Riley was twelve and would be hitting puberty soon. He had no idea what would happen then. Nothing about her condition was known for certain, and telling her could lead to her doing something careless. So he decided it was best to keep her past a secret. She needed to be on her toes, cautious.  

“I love you, Riley. Always and forever.” He turned, grabbed the rifle—knife attached to his belt—and left, closing the door behind him. 

He limped, brushing aside prickly pines and bare branches, leaving a dogged trail through the snow-covered forest. His right leg dragged as it refused his commands. When he made it to the grave he turned and stood with his back to it. 

If done correctly he should fall backward, collapsing and breaking through the branches he placed across the hole. The forest leaves, twigs and other debris should cover him enough. He didn’t want his daughter burying him or seeing his dead body when she came for the rifle. He’d left her with the .38 snubnose revolver. A nice piece for close encounters, but she’d need the rifle for hunting and long-ranged defense. 

He picked up a small branch and bit down on it before raising the knife to his left eye and jabbing himself with the tip. The eyeball ruptured, its juices exploding like a jelly-filled balloon. He moaned, wanting to scream from sheer terror, but his daughter might hear. 

With blood and eye fluid leaking down his cheek, he spit out the piece of wood. He placed the rifle against his good eye and pulled the trigger, knowing his daughter was special and would be fine. 


Chapter One

Emergence 

Riley ate canned fruits and vegetables, beef jerky and oatmeal; goods from the stored supply in the cabin’s basement or “pit” as she liked to call it. She hunted wildlife, wisely adding to her food supply. Deer, squirrels and rabbits were the most abundant edible animals in the area. Riley learned first hand from her father how to gut, clean and treat the animals’ hides. 

It had been two months since he passed away, blowing his brains out and having no choice in the matter. He’d been bitten and infected, almost becoming a member of the living dead. Two days after hearing the gunshot, she found her father’s grave, his body obstructed by forest debris. 

Riley hadn’t wanted to see his body, but the rifle was too valuable to leave. She had the .38,  but she needed the rifle. 

After retrieving the weapon, she cleaned it, using the oils and brushes from the gun cleaning kit. Besides what was written in her father’s journal, she’d learned how to clean a firearm long before the world went to hell—her father having been an avid hunter. 

Nights were rough. Riley had never been so alone and afraid in her life. Her father’s rotting corpse was no comfort, like it might’ve been had it been properly buried underground. 

The cabin was a good two miles from the town of Roscoe. Riley and her father had come by way of Oneonta, a small college town further north. After their car broke down they’d had to walk, finding the cabin by chance after following a deer trail through the woods. 

The cabin had been a miracle if there ever was one. 

Sitting on her bed and reading—her father made sure she had taken a few books with her and explained how literacy was of the utmost importance during a time of degradation and hostility—Riley was startled when the alarm outside the cabin sounded. It was a simple yet effective design: a wire tied to tin cans and bottles. She jumped out of bed, grabbed the rifle and looked out the window. 

Two men were approaching. Rule number one flashed across her mind: Don’t trust anyone. Lonely and scared, Riley desperately wanted company, but inviting in two grown men was too risky. 

She cracked the window open, aimed near the men’s feet and fired, the shot echoing through the forest like a banshee. It was the first time she’d heard a gunshot since her father’s death. A chill ran down her spine causing her to shiver. 

“Don’t shoot,” one of the men yelled, hands up. The other had run for cover behind a tree. 

“Turn around and go back the way you came,” Riley warned. 

“Our party was killed in town. We’re in need of food and water. Please, help us.” The men didn’t appear hurt or feeble. They had thick beards and wore filthy clothes, but looked well fed. They had on large backpacks, giving them a hulking appearance. 

“Come any closer and I’ll shoot your damn heads off,” Riley said. 

The men began mumbling to each other before the one standing out in the open spoke up. “Are your parents home?” 

She couldn’t let them think she was alone; they’d never leave. “Out hunting and probably on the way back after hearing gunfire.” She wanted to fire another shot, but wasting ammo was ill advised. 

“Okay, we’re leaving,” the man said. He turned, his companion joining him. Riley watched their forms grow smaller, before disappearing into the forest. 

She kept an eye out for the next couple of hours, surveying the forest for movement, and making sure the men didn’t return. 

That evening, she ate dinner, made tea and read more of the book she’d been enjoying earlier. She read by lantern light, unable to fall asleep, afraid the men might return. Normally at sundown she went to bed, not wanting to waste the lantern’s gas. She grew sleepy a few hours later, rechecked the windows and locks before turning off the light. She awoke during the night to the sound of glass crunching. Another alarm triggered. 

“Shit,” a man’s voice whispered. 

“Quiet,” the other male voice said. 

Silently, Riley jumped out of bed. She fixed the covers, making them neat. Slinging the rifle’s strap over her head and grabbing the lantern, she headed over to the rug covering the pit’s door. While pulling up the rug, a loud crashing noise erupted from the front door. The men were trying to break in. Her pulse quickened further as she frantically yanked the trap door open. The men continued to bash away at the door, the lock holding. 

She lowered herself down the stairs, the pit’s cool temperature seizing her body like an invisible phantom. 

Crouching on the stairs, she placed the lantern on one of the steps. She reached over the trap door, grabbing the carpet with the door, and pulled it almost to a close. Poking her hand through the opening, she jimmied the carpet so it covered the trap door completely. An explosion of wood and metal sounded. The men had broken the lock off and made it inside. Riley quietly lowered the door shut. 

The men’s footfalls thumped along the wooden floor, muffling when they crossed the carpet. “Nobody here,” one of the men said. 

“Damn. Hearing that female voice got my loins working,” the other man said. They both laughed. 

“Search the place.” 

Riley stayed huddled on the stairs, too afraid to move. Crashing sounds from above made her wince; the men must have been tearing the place to pieces. 

“No food except for uncooked noodles, tea and some beef jerky,” one man said. 

“Grab the jerky. Hell, grab it all.” 

The men’s footfalls kept clomping against the floor as the minutes passed. After a time, Riley’s legs began to stiffen. 

“Look what I found,” one of the men said. 

“Nice, a .38,” the other said. 

Riley cringed, wanting to slap herself. She’d forgotten the handgun upstairs. 

“It’s loaded too.” 

The crashing and bustling ceased after awhile, the men deciding to sit and relax. The cabin wasn’t large and most of the good stuff was in the pit. Riley’s legs were numb with pins and needles flowing through them as she carefully adjusted her position. She desperately needed to stretch and descending the stairs was her only option. She should’ve made a move when they were busy. Now the stillness, save their voices, was detrimental. 

“We’ll wait for them to return,” one of the men said. “I need a woman.” 

How long would they wait? Would they leave eventually? If for anything, to find food when the trace amount was finished? She was safe in the meantime. And could eat and drink all she wanted until the men left. Carefully, she began descending the stairs. 

She took each step cautiously, extending one leg at a time and leaving the lantern behind. 

Her descent was terrifying, the cool air gone, as sweat dripped from her face and soaked her clothes. The darkness added to her plight. After what seemed an eternity, Riley’s foot connected with hard earth, and she was grateful for its presence. She hadn’t felt such a powerfully satisfying emotion since last hugging her father. 

Far below the intruders, she would be out of harm's way. She couldn’t see in the gloom as the pit’s interior was windowless. 

Arms out, gun strapped to her back, Riley walked forward looking for a place to sit. Her legs were shaky, but stable enough. 

She reached a bench, and sat for what seemed like hours. The men kept chatting and laughing. Lost to her thoughts—the only things to see—the coldness of the room crept into her bones. The sweat that had lined her body was making her shiver. And she had to pee. 

She removed the gun from her person, placing it on the bench, and slowly moved across the pit. She had decided to urinate as far from the bench as possible, not knowing how long it would be her resting area. 

Halfway across the room, she stepped on a can of beans. It rolled out from under her as she lost her balance. Her ankle gave out, twisting awkwardly, causing her to stumble to the ground. A jolt of pain shot up her body, escaping her mouth. 

She lay on the dank ground, her ankle throbbing, hoping the men hadn’t heard. 

“What the hell was that?” one of them said, a chair scraping across the wooden floor. 

“Sounded like a kid got hurt,” the other man said. 

Riley lay on her side, holding her ankle. She heard the men scrambling about. She needed to get back to the bench, to the gun. 

Standing wasn’t an option. She crawled, wincing with each lift of her right foot. Tears filled her eyes as she bit her lip, holding back the need to scream. 

The men continued moving about, suddenly stopping. “Well, lookie here,” one of them said. They’d found the door, ripping it open. A beam of light pierced the darkness, illuminating the staircase. Riley crawled faster, adrenaline numbing the pain. 

“Who’s down there?” a man yelled. 

“We’ve got your gun,” the other said. “Come out or we’re coming in.” 

Riley reached the bench, the beam of light making it easy to find her way. She grabbed the rifle, propped herself against the bench and readied her aim. 

A man’s booted foot and grimy pant leg appeared on the first step. Then, one by one, he took the stairs slowly as if a bomb waited under each one. Upon reaching the lantern, he picked it up, igniting it. Riley saw the man carried no gun, indicating that the .38 waited with the man topside.

Fully in view, she saw one of the men from earlier. He began scanning the far walls with a flashlight. He was even filthier than when she’d first seen him, his flannel full of multicolored stains. 

She knew the men would find her and hoped both would come down so she could take them out together. Killing one would be easy, but she needed both. They’d have their way with her if given the chance, something her father had explained she needed to look out for. 

She hid the rifle behind her outstretched leg and waited. The light hit her body, moving to her face. She had to shield her eyes. 

“Well, hello there, little one,” the man said. 

Riley said nothing. “Get down here, Bud.” The other man, a bulky, equally unkempt piece of trash, came trotting down the stairs. 

“Shit,” the man called Bud said. “Any more of them?” 

“Little girl,” the first man said. “Anyone else down here with you?” 

The bright light was irritating. “No,” Riley answered. 

Both men stood side by side. The one named Bud had the .38 in his hand. They were mean looking, like overgrown schoolyard bullies, and had a type of hunger in their eyes. 

“Where’s your parents?” Bud asked. 

“Dead,” she said, flatly. 

“This is going to be easy,” the one without the gun said. 

“I’m first,” Bud said. “Mmmm, fresh and tight.” 

Riley swallowed. She had to be quick, no hesitation. “I’ll do what you want,” she said, hoping to ease their minds. The men’s apprehension vanished like a breath of frothy air, their guard down. 

They approached, wicked smiles revealing missing teeth. She had to move before they saw her weapon. The man with the .38 tucked the gun into the back of his pants, and produced a hunting knife. He grinned, eyes full of malcontent. 

With the men two feet away, Riley, her right hand on the rifle, lifted the weapon. She aimed the .30-30 and squeezed the trigger. The first shot missed. The man’s eyes grew wide in shock. He reached behind his back as the second bullet clipped his shoulder, spinning him around. She kept firing, the muzzle flashes blinding. The third bullet punctured the man’s left lung. 

The fourth bullet hit the back of his skull, his forehead exploding, and caking his friend’s face with gore. 

The other man screamed, “Bud.” Riley kept firing, adjusting her aim. Bud’s body fell dead to the floor, leaving the other man in full view. He turned and ran for the stairs, managing to get a foot on the bottom step before Riley squeezed the gun’s trigger. Bullets flew like angry bees before wood splintered into pieces and the man’s calf exploded into a bloody pulp. He collapsed backward, tumbling to the ground. 

Taking careful aim, Riley focused on the man’s chest—his head out of view. He lay screaming and holding what was left of his lower leg. She fired, saw the man’s shirt flutter. His body jerked, arms and legs going slack. She fired again, hitting him in his side, making sure he was finished. 

Strapping the gun to her back, she pulled herself forward, her clothes soaking up Bud’s pooling blood. She crawled past the man, grabbing the .38 that was tucked into his pants. Pieces of skull and flesh clung to her like flies stuck to flypaper. 

She reached the man she’d shot in the side. Checking for a pulse, she could tell he was dead, a twisted look of horror on his face. She climbed up the stairs, her ankle barking with each step. 

Upon reaching the cabin’s floor, she fell on her back, relief flooding through her like a burst dam. She began to cry, bawling uncontrollably until her body could stand no more and she fell asleep. 

Riley awoke late the next day with the sun shining through the cabin’s windows. Getting to her feet, she grimaced. Her ankle was still sore. Testing it out, she placed her weight on it. It hurt, but she could walk on it. Grabbing one of the bandages from the first aid supply, she wrapped the ankle. She had a lot to do and would have to fight through the pain. She shed her bloody clothing, washing them in the nearby stream before cooking breakfast. She’d need her strength for the task ahead. The bodies had to be removed from the pit before they began stinking up the place and possibly attracting undesirables. 

She retrieved the axe from the woodpile outside. It was heavy, but she’d managed the tool before and would need it for the thicker body parts. The hacksaw she’d use for the smaller pieces. 

Born unto this world knowing so little of the Earth during its human years, Riley had been tested. She’d seen and done things a girl her age should never have had to do. Blood, guts and death had become a staple in her life, an all too familiar part of growing up. In times of worry or if a difficult task lay ahead, she’d think of how her father would have handled it. 

Putting on a tattered shirt and pants, Riley opened the pit’s door. She began climbing down the stairs, wincing with each step. Looking toward the bottom, she saw a large void where a body should’ve been. Glancing to the left, she saw the man named Bud being eaten by his now living dead friend. How careless she had been, forgetting to destroy the man’s brain. The zombie hadn’t heard her, its head buried in the man’s stomach. 

Quietly, she turned around and began heading up the stairs, taking one step at a time. At the top, she had a choice: go for the gun or shut the pit’s door. It might not matter which one she accomplished first, but it could also mean the difference between life and death. She chose to go for the gun. 

Zombies, like humans, differed from each other. Some were loud, while others could be quiet or quick. Her father had told her tales of zombies that could track a human, following the scent like a bloodhound. 

She grabbed the rifle, feeling more at ease. Now all she had to do was… A low growl emanated from behind her. Spinning, she saw the zombie; its lips pulled back revealing blackened teeth. Time seemed to pause, as the girl stared the monster down. 

Riley pictured the scene as if reading a book of Western fiction. She was a gunslinger. The zombie, an unwanted hooligan who’d entered her town. The zombie came forward, rapidly. 

She raised the rifle, aimed and fired. Steady, careful pulls of the trigger like her father had taught her. The zombie’s right shoulder exploded. The second shot hit its face, just below the nose, tearing through its upper lip and shattering the central and lateral incisors. The third shot hit square between the eyes, halting the creature before it collapsed like a bag of bones. 

She went up to the zombie, making sure it was out of commission. It appeared dead enough, the eye-brain connections severed. She grabbed a knife and stabbed the eyes anyway, just to be certain. 

Next, using a hammer and nails—the nails taken from a rusted old coffee can in the pit—Riley reattached the doorframe’s external strike-box, allowing for the door to be locked. It wasn’t as secure as it had been, but it was better than nothing. She cleaned up the mess in the cabin, the items the men destroyed and the splattered flesh amongst the walls and table. When she was finished with the area, she hit the pit. 

Most of Bud had been devoured, making Riley’s job easier. She brought out two legs, a hand, the scalp and bits of torso, piling them together outside. Using a small amount of lighter fluid she torched the body parts before burying them. 

The sun was going down by the time she finished. Tired and hungry, she made dinner and went to bed. 

She spent the next couple of months alone, receiving no visitors. Her daily routines remained tediously monotonous, but a certain amount of comfort was found. Eat, hunt, eat, read and sleep. The hunting helped prolong the food supply. She had about three months left. Some of the jarred items had spoiled, but for the most part everything kept. 

She knew the woodland area surrounding her like the inside of the cabin—extremely well. Not a tree or rock looked like another. Fearing she’d go out of her mind as she sat in bed, Riley decided for tomorrow she’d visit town. A birthday present to herself. 


Chapter Two

Roscoe

May 18: Riley’s birthday. She was turning thirteen, a ceremonial number in many cultures. The number when a child became a young adult. She packed a small backpack, taking with her a flashlight, matches, binoculars, ammo and beef jerky. She brought the .30-30 along, leaving the .38 hidden outside the cabin in a plastic bag under a rock. 

The weather was becoming warmer as the wintry months passed, but for May it was still chilly. It rained almost every other day with eerie regularity. Thankfully, the sky showed no signs of precipitation; only the usual depressing gray of pollution.

She hiked the trail leading to Old Route 17 and crossed the bridge over the Beaverkill River before arriving in town. She crouched, peering over a weed-infested dirt mound. Using the binoculars, she surveyed Roscoe. 

The town looked dead, lonely. Store windows were either broken or layered with dust and grime. The roofs of the buildings were falling apart, shingles missing. A fire had taken one building to the ground. Seeing no danger, which meant very little, Riley headed into town. 

The way in was wide open; something she wasn’t used to, having been living in the wilderness for so long. Anyone watching through a window would see her approaching and have a clear shot at her.

She kept close to the buildings, using them as cover. She moved guardedly, making sure to keep an eye and an ear out. The only sound, besides gusts of wind whipping through the abandoned streets, came from an old weather-beaten sign dangling from a storefront. It clanged recklessly against the siding like a damaged church bell. If there ever was a ghost town, Roscoe was it. 

She entered a convenience store. The place had two dead bodies lying on the floor. The stench was horrendous, but she continued searching nonetheless. A brown button with an eagle engraved into it lay on the floor. It was her father’s. She picked it up, staring at it before placing it in her pocket. She remembered that when he had left for town his jacket was in fine condition. Returning to the cabin, it had been torn and missing a button. He hadn’t said much of what happened to him, but she imagined that where she now stood was the place he received his death sentence. When she returned to the cabin, she would visit his grave and say a prayer. 

She didn’t find anything else worth taking. The shelves were empty. Broken cardboard boxes and soda cans littered the floor. Old pieces of newspaper clung to the corners like they’d been plastered with glue. She left feeling a twinge of disappointment. 

She passed the Laundromat, feeling no need to enter. The place was pitch black inside and the only windows were in the front, layered with debris.

A gas station had some old rusted tools, but nothing worth her trouble. Her day had been a big let down so far, except for the button, a hello from beyond the grave. She guessed the town had been visited by so many people that it simply had nothing left to offer. 

An hour since entering town, she came upon the Roscoe Diner. Unlike the rest of the buildings, the diner only had one smashed-out window. The others were caked with grime. Someone had written the sentence THE WORLD IS FOR THE DEAD NOW on one of the panes of glass. She walked up the steps, pulled open the doors and went inside. 

The interior was dismal with only a small amount of light penetrating through the one broken window. The air was stagnant, filled with a plethora of repugnant odors: rot, mold, feces and urine, assaulting her nostrils like unseen evil spirits. The counter, which had once been white and littered with tiny gold specs, was covered in a sheet of dust as thick as dryer lint. The booths and tables were the same. 

She stepped carefully, avoiding a few sets of skeletal remains. The dining area was a bust like the other buildings she’d entered. She headed for the double doors leading into the kitchen. She stopped before entering and looked back at the dining room. She imagined families, truckers and travelers, laughing and eating civilly together. Would she ever see humanity like that? So taken for granted it had been. Turning back around, she pushed the doors open. 

In the kitchen she found a few knives and a dirty pot. With a good scrubbing the pot would come clean. It would be useful for holding and boiling water, but upon lifting it, she decided it wasn’t worth the hassle. 

She left the kitchen, ready to leave the ghostly eatery and head to the cabin. She cracked one of the front doors open, making sure the way was clear. Two zombies were walking down the middle of the street. Damn, she’d have to wait them out. 

She watched, never letting them out of her sight, as they entered and exited the same stores she’d visited, and in the same order. Their path was eerily familiar. Double damn. They were Trackers or Sniffers as some called them—zombies able to track down human scent with keen accuracy. 

Riley’s trepidation grew as the zombies drew nearer. They had a few stores to go before they reached the diner. She readied the rifle. Taking them out would be easy from her vantage point. Aiming, she readied her shot when movement from her left caught her attention. Taking her eye off the target, she saw three more walking dead. Another four were entering from Stewart Avenue. Within minutes the streets had become packed with undead. Where the hell did they all come from? They moved around like birds without the ability to flock. The Sniffers were still in tandem, coming toward the diner. 

Riley let the door close and sat back. She’d have to wait until the Sniffers entered the diner. Then take them out in the kitchen and hope the others wouldn’t hear. 

Cracking the doors, she looked out, seeing a third Sniffer had joined the others. She let the door shut and made a beeline for the kitchen. 

She ran to the farthest end, crouching behind a steel prep table. Dust particles flew around the room like soot. She’d wondered how long it had been since someone disturbed the place. It didn’t matter. If she made it out of the town alive she’d forever remember to dust the cabin at least once a week. She wanted to laugh, but nerves kept her silent. 

Minutes later she heard them, their awful moaning as if they were sick and dying. She wished they would just die once and for all and stay dead. The monsters’ dragging feet and moaning sounded like some deranged techno-rock. 

The double doors began to open, revealing the first of the walking dead. Riley fired her weapon. Inside the white-tiled room, with nowhere for the sound to travel, the gunshot was deafening. The zombie’s face caved in between the eyes as it crumpled to the floor. 

The second zombie took a bullet to the temple. A perfect shot Riley was proud of. The third hadn’t come through yet, but she heard its moans. The doors burst open as if a powerful wind had blown in. The zombie dashed forward, running stiff-legged, but quickly. Riley fired, missing. White tiles shattered behind the monster. The thing was fast, knocking over a pot, sending it crashing to the floor. She fired again, hitting it in the chest hoping to slow it, but it kept coming fast. Its eyes were filled with hunger. It was difficult to get a steady bead, but she kept firing. 

The zombie approached, its mouth chomping at the air, revealing rotten decaying teeth.

Patience, she thought, knowing she had to stay composed. Every shot counted and she’d already wasted three. Her arms began to shake, nerves getting the best of her. She took long, deep breaths, steadying her pulse as the zombie drew within a few feet. She could smell its rot. Insides turning to ice, she fired, hitting the zombie in the forehead. Brain, skull and flesh exploded out the back of the zombie’s head. It dropped like a stone. 

She waited, taking in long measured breaths. Her ears were ringing. Swirls of faint smoke seeped from the end of the rifle barrel, dissipating into the air. Had the zombies outside heard? She waited. When no other zombies showed she relaxed, her shoulders slumping. 

She left the kitchen. 

From inside the dining area she heard yelling and gunfire. It sounded like a war zone outside. She ran to the door, peeking outside. 

Men in camouflage and black fatigues roamed the streets firing machine guns at the undead. They were all aiming for the heads. Suddenly the diner’s door was whipped open. A large man wearing black fatigues stared down at her. He pointed an M-16 at her head. 

“Drop the weapon,” he demanded. She leaned the rifle against the checkout counter wall. “You infected?” he asked. “Bitten?” 

“N…no,” she stuttered. 

“Got one here,” the man yelled, waving another soldier over. “A young girl.” He bent down so their eyes met. “We’ll get you checked out, make sure you’re okay. Anyone else in there with you?” 

“No. I’m alone and I wasn’t bitten I said.” 

“Okay, kiddo” the man said before marching off. He began plugging zombies as he went. Another man, this one with a Red Cross patch on his arm, came to her. He had a machine gun, but it was slung over his shoulder. 

“You alone?” he asked, before looking over his shoulder. He seemed impatient, in a hurry. He turned back around to look at Riley before surveying the interior of the diner. “Is anyone with you?” 

“No. I’m by myself,” she told him. 

The man shoved her inside. She fell backward onto the floor, hitting her head. Bright lights, like fireworks, filled her vision before she heard the door close. She opened her eyes, looked up. The man was standing over her, a large hunting knife in his hand. “Don’t make a sound or I’ll cut that pretty little face of yours off.” 

“What do you want?” Riley asked, the back of her head throbbing. 

“Shut the hell up,” the man said. He grabbed her by the jacket collar and dragged her through the double doors and into the kitchen, stopping abruptly. “Holy shit! We got fresh zombie kills in here.” He snorted and cleared his throat, launching a phlegm-filled ball of spit onto the nearest corpse. “You do this?” he asked. 

Riley remained silent. One second she thought she was getting rescued and the next was getting hauled off by a man with a knife. She was confused and terrified. He swatted her on the head, further irritating her bruise, causing dagger-like pain to shoot into her brain. “I asked you a question.” 

“Ye…yeah,” she said. 

“You a tough little bugger, eh? Growing up in a world like this…” he shook his head as if he was sorry. “Guess it’ll make even the tiny ones dangerous.” He laughed, before tugging her deeper into the kitchen. He patted her down, finding a knife, tossing it away. “You can have that back when I’m done with you.” He told her to take off her backpack and she obeyed. “Now the jacket, but just the jacket.” She gingerly removed her coat, placing it on the metal countertop. “Now, lie down on the floor and don’t move.” 

Riley lay down, the hard tiled floor softened by layers of dust. It filled her lungs as it flew through the air, disturbed from its slumber. The man, his smile widening into an evil grin, got down on his knees and lowered himself over her. His breath had the odor of cigar smoke and feces. “This won’t take long darling, but it may hurt a little.” Riley heard him unzip his pants, then he grabbed hers and undid the top button. Fear seized her like a giant boa constrictor. She was paralyzed, her body no longer hers, but someone else’s—a distant piece of flesh that she watched from across the room. The man looked eager. This had been what her father had warned her about—what the evil men will try to do to her. Hurt her in the most vicious of ways. As quickly as she left her body she returned, having seen her chance to get away. The cooking pot the zombie had knocked to the floor lay to her right. She grabbed hold and with all her might, grunting as she did so, she brought the cast-iron pot up and smashed it into the side of the man’s head. 

The man’s eyes went wide, then vacant. Blood dripped from the side of his head. He let out a sigh and fell lifelessly on top of her. She had the wind knocked out of her, dropping the pot, and found it difficult with the man’s weight on her to draw breath. 

After struggling for some time, she managed to wiggle out from under him. Without hesitation, she grabbed her knife from where the man had tossed it and held it to his neck above the carotid artery. She felt for a pulse. He had none. She’d killed him. 

Realizing what had to be done, Riley stabbed both of the man’s eyes, sending the blade deep into the sockets, and grimacing with closed eyes as she did so. Next she placed the tip of the knife on the man’s temple. She wondered if his brain had been destroyed, but couldn’t take the chance. She’d learned her lesson at the cabin. 

She picked up the heavy pot; her heart racing a little for what she was about to do. Relaxing her fingers around the knife’s handle, she readied herself. Like a hammer used to drive a nail into wood, she raised the cooking implement up and brought it down fast, closing her eyes each time she struck. The knife went into the man’s skull easier than she’d anticipated. It only took four strikes before the blade became imbedded up to the hilt. The task was done. 

The man was a pig, a dreg of the new world. He deserved no better sentence than the one she’d given him. The zombies were only part of the world’s problem. It was men like the one that had attacked her that, like the undead, needed to be eradicated. Riley ground her teeth, cheek muscles flexing with anger. Was anyone in the world trustworthy? Her father had taught her to be vigilant and that meant trusting no one. She’d let her guard down, thinking she was safe because the army had come. Who even knew if they were the official United States Army? Maybe they were a band of rag-tag survivalists. She would never make that mistake again. 

She let out a sigh of relief, shaking from the adrenaline. The pot would be staying in the diner; she needed no physical reminders of the grisly deed. The knife had to remain behind too—stuck in the man’s skull and unable to be withdrawn. She had other blades in the cabin, this one held no significance.

She gathered her gun by the door and hid in one of the large cabinets until the army left the area. Tonight, when she was safe, she would cry. 


Chapter Three

The Stranger

Riley found herself sitting against a cabinet door, wishing she was back at the cabin. She heard movement to her left. Turning her head, she saw the man she’d killed beginning to stir. Her eyes grew wide at the impossible sight. She’d destroyed the man’s eyes and brain. There was no way he could re-animate. 

The dead man pushed himself up off the floor, blood pouring from his mangled eye sockets. He began crawling toward her. She backed away, crabwalk-like. 

“No, no. You’re dead. I destroyed your brain,” she said, her voice weary. 

“I don’t need a brain to eat you, you tasty little morsel,” the zombie said. 

She couldn’t believe it. Not only was the thing undead with a knife sticking out of its head, but it was speaking to her. It crawled quickly—too quickly, and grabbed her ankles. She kicked her legs, but the zombie’s grip was strong like an iron bear trap. 

The zombie pulled itself along her legs and onto her abdomen. Before she knew it, her wrists were pinned over her head, the zombie looking down on her, syrupy blood dripping into her mouth. 

“Yum, yum,” the undead thing said, a menacing glow emanating from its eyeless orbital sockets. Riley squeezed her eyes closed, her face scrunched up, as the thing lowered its mouth to take a bite. 

She sat up quickly, banging her forehead on something solid. “Ouch!” she muttered. Opening her eyes, she saw darkness save a sliver of light from around the cabinet door. She’d been having a nightmare. She must have fallen asleep. Her heart was beating rapidly, her thoughts racing. What an awful dream. She settled herself, taking long breaths, realizing she needed to be alert. How long had she been out? 

She adjusted her seated position and decided to sit still for a spell. Was she alone? Had the army men cleared out? Another thought entered her mind—the man she recently killed. Was he still dead? Or up walking around somewhere? No, he had to be dead. She’d killed him properly. 

She grew hungry as time crept by, rummaging through her bag to find something to eat. She was sick of beef jerky, but it was plentiful and easy to carry.

For what seemed like hours, she sat listening for any noise—human or zombie. Her mind wandered a few times to thoughts about her father and the times they’d shared together. She missed the cabin; a place she called home now. It was safe, secure and far away from the decaying world. When she made it back, she’d think twice before leaving it again. Roscoe was the only town within a reasonable distance and it had nothing more to offer. She had no reason to return. 

Satisfied that no one was coming to look for the army man, Riley opened the cabinet door and crawled out. 

The kitchen stunk like death, rotten meat and carnage. She wasn’t surprised, but had deluded herself into thinking maybe the scene wasn’t as horrible as she’d remembered it to be. She was wrong. Zombie pieces were still scattered about like a morbid birthday cake had exploded. And the army man was still dead—gruesomely killed; the vacant look in his eyes as the lights went out caught in Riley’s brain, branded there forever. 

She exited the kitchen quickly, hoping never to return physically or mentally to the place, but knew she would be visiting again in her dreams—the dead man’s actions would haunt her. It wasn’t that he didn’t deserve what Riley gave him. He was a defiler of all that was good, but the look in a living person’s eyes as they died was unforgettable and she took no satisfaction in it. Using the rifle, killing from a distance, proved easier on the soul. 

The dining area was quiet. She heard no gunshots or men yelling from outside. She crept to the front doors, the all too fresh memory of feeling saved, then in danger, coming to the forefront of her mind. She cracked open the door and peered outside. 

The bodies of the executed zombies were strewn about the area, left to rot away like the town. The army had moved through quickly, not even noticing that one of their own had gone missing. They might be back, bring a search party once they realized a man wasn’t accounted for. She had to move. 

She crept along the building, keeping a keen ear and eye out for trouble. It seemed as if the wind wanted no part of entering the town too. The air was still, as if frozen in time. 

She made it unimpeded to the end of town, leaning against the last building in shadow. She grew nervous, a lump forming in her throat and sweat building on her forehead and dripping down her back. The tree line was at least a hundred yards away, the space wide open making it the perfect place to meet a bullet from a hidden adversary. Rifle at the ready, clip loaded, she stepped from the building and began a crouched walk. Each step brought the imaginary sound of gunfire, a shiver of trepidation hitting her. Better that than a real bullet. She repeated over and over that she was safe now. The army men had left and were long gone and wouldn’t be back for their missing soldier until they arrived at their base which had to be far off. 

After what seemed like an eternity of scrambling in open space—an easy target for even the worst of snipers—she entered the woods and walked a few feet in before collapsing to the ground. 

Sitting down, the forest giving her an overwhelming sense of security, she realized she had to pee. It was as if her body had shut all superfluous functions down, leaving only the survival mode on. Now that she was safe, back where she was comfortable, they were turning back on. 

She dropped her pack, laid the rifle down and relieved herself, some of the pressure from the day’s events seeming to leave her body. 

With her pants back on, she felt better, as if a pressure valve had been turned to the off position. Picking up her backpack and rifle, she began the trek back toward the cabin. 

She couldn’t wait to get home, wash in the river and get cozy with a book and hot cup of tea. 

Hiking along, finding the trail—marked in ways only she knew—she heard the sound of barking dogs. She froze, listening. They were coming up behind her, from where she’d been. Were they wild? Trained trackers? She was armed, feeling a bit less frightened than if she wasn’t, but firing her weapon would alert anyone in the area. 

She took off running, knowing it was pointless. She could never outrun a canine. Deciding to take a stand—her best chance to survive—she found a large tree with low branches, slung the rifle over her shoulder and began to climb. 

The backpack proved cumbersome, constantly snagging on branches, making her ascent slow. 

She hadn’t heard the dogs since first hearing them, wondering if maybe they found a deer or rabbit to occupy their taste for meat, when a stab of pain struck her foot. 

She felt her body being pulled down, followed by growling. Her fingers turned white as she held onto the branches. Snapping jaws could be heard below. Looking down, she saw three Doberman pinschers, one hanging onto her left foot. The dog was heavy; her arms were fully extended and shaking from the strain. They had stopped barking while sneaking up on her. They were devious canine devils. Or was it in their training, assassin-like. 

Gripping the branch with all of her strength, she managed to pull herself up enough to get her right foot onto a limb, relieving some of the burden from her arms and fingers. The dog was refusing to let go, shaking its head, probably trying to get its prey to fall or at least come away with a morsel. 

Adjusting her arms for a better hold, Riley held on and let her right leg fall and began kicking at the dog’s snout. After a couple of hard stomps to the nose, the Doberman yelped and released its grip, falling to the ground. The other dogs barked as if in protest and they began launching themselves into the air at her. She sped up the tree, her left foot paining her, but manageable. When she was about ten feet up the tree, she stopped, knowing the dogs couldn’t get to her. She’d have to shoot them, then quickly climb down and get to the cabin, hoping no one found her. 

She slid the rifle off of her shoulder, steadied herself and took aim. The dogs were jumping and darting around in small circles under the tree making it difficult to get a kill shot. Worst case: she’d have to use more than one bullet per dog. With her finger around the trigger, ready to pull and send the canines to the next world, she heard a whistle. Looking outward she saw a man dressed in black fatigues standing off in the distance. 

The dogs stopped moving, becoming statuesque, before heading over to the man. 

Riley took the man in her sights and fired, but she’d moved too quickly and the bullet missed its target, the dirt exploding by the man’s right foot. 

“Hey, don’t shoot,” he said, holding out his arms. 

She fired again, hitting the man in the center of his chest and knocking him backward. The dogs turned and ran off into the woods. 

She’d hit him, feeling a satisfied twinge in her gut, and used two bullets. The rifle was on her shoulder in seconds as she climbed down the tree. As soon as she hit the ground, she took off running. 

She arrived at the cabin an hour later—starved, thirsty and tired. She hoped the dogs wouldn’t pursue and if they did, would lose her scent. 

Inside the cabin, she felt secure, safe, like a priest in a church. She gobbled down cereal, stale pretzels, canned peaches and water before gathering enough energy to set up the perimeter alarms—strings of cans and broken bits of glass. 

She went into the pit and began gathering the smallest, most filling and nutritious foods that she could take with her should the need arise to leave. She couldn’t take the chance of the army men finding her. Fighting off a couple of losers was one thing, but military men, even if they weren’t officially trained, were another story. She would hide out somewhere far away, returning when enough time had passed, the area cooling off. The weather was becoming warmer, making survival outdoors much easier than a few months ago. 

When she finished gathering food goods, stuffing a nylon bag with them, she returned upstairs. 

“Hello,” a male’s voice said from behind her. 

Riley froze, her mind yelling a plethora of commands on how to react, ultimately leaving her with none. Her breath was caught somewhere between her mouth and lungs making her unable to speak. Her rifle was against the bed at the far end of the room and the .38 was still outside under a rock in a plastic bag. 

“Turn around, slowly,” the man said. 

She did as she was told, her arms trembling, the groceries suddenly heavy. 

“Going somewhere?” he asked, his voice soft, but smoky. Riley’s eyes widened in shock. Sitting before her and leaning back in one of the kitchen chairs was the same man she’d shot a few hours ago. He had a large gun pointed in her direction, his chest looking just fine. 


Chapter Four

Departure 

The man patted his chest. “Kevlar vest.” He grinned. “Hurt like a bitch, but I’m alive.” 

Riley held still, feeling foolish and angry. She should’ve made sure he was dead. Who would’ve figured he had a bullet-proof vest on? She had made another blunder. Her mental notebook was becoming jammed with things to never do again. Maybe she was afraid that if the man she shot wasn’t dead she wouldn’t be able to finish him off. No, that was bullshit, she was assuming and careless. 

“What do you want?” she asked. 

“For starters… Why’d you shoot me?” 

“I thought you were after me, wanted to hurt me.” 

The man kicked out the chair opposite him and lowered his weapon. “Sit. Relax,” he told her. 

Riley placed the items down before meandering over to the table where she took a seat. The man pulled an apple from his coat, tossing it to her. She caught it, looking upon it as if it held the answer to the apocalypse. 

“Haven’t seen one of those in a while, eh?” he asked. 

“No.” Her stomach was queasy, her mouth watering. Riley’s eyes, like two spherical sponges, absorbed the sight. Her tongue seemed to throb, begging for a taste, but her mind was wary. Was the fruit poisoned?—like in the fairy tale with the witch? Maybe he was going to drug her, make her less of a problem when he had his way with her? 

“Don’t worry. It’s not poisoned,” he said as if reading her mind. He pulled out another apple and took a bite, the crunching vividness echoing throughout the small cabin. Riley’s mind went blank, her mouth winning over as she brought the fruit to her mouth and bit. Her mouth flooded with saliva, her taste buds thanking her over and over as the sweet sugary juices flowed down her throat. Once she began she couldn’t stop gnawing on the apple, devouring it all down to the core. It was the best thing she’d ever tasted. Riley plucked a seed from the core, admiring it. 

“Plant that, along with the others, and hopefully in a few years you’ll have yourself a few fruit-bearing trees.” He was only half done with his apple as if it were a common item for him. “You don’t remember me, do you?” 

“I shot you,” she said flatly. 

“Before that.” 

“No.” 

“I found you at the diner during one of our sweeps.” 

She remembered now. He’d asked if she was alone, infected. He’d seemed pleasant, his voice and manner genuine, but she wasn’t about to trust him. 

“I need to go to the bathroom,” she said, placing the skeletal apple core on the table. 

“Okay, go ahead then.” He gestured to the door. 

Riley got up, hesitated. Was he tricking her? Once her back was to him would he attack her? Try to force himself on her like his fellow soldier? 

“Problem?” he asked. 

“No.” She kept walking, wincing with each step, expecting to be tackled. She reached the door, a sigh of relief falling over her. 

“We’ve got a lot to discuss and little time so hurry back.” 

She closed the door behind her. She hadn’t a clue what the man was referring to, but knew running wasn’t an answer. He’d catch her within minutes. The man, after getting shot in the chest, had followed her to the cabin—avoided her alarms, walked across the floor without making a noise and sat at her table without her being aware of any of it. She was left with only one option. 

It was dark outside, the sun having dipped way below the horizon making room for the gloom to set in. Riley walked toward the rock she’d hid the .38 under, hoping it was still there. 

Like a gleaming jewel, the gun rested under the rock, sealed securely inside the plastic bag. She took it out, made sure it was loaded, and stuffed it into the small of her back—the cold steel sending goosebumps along her flesh. 

She went back inside the cabin. 

“Before you shoot me—again,” the man said, catching Riley off-guard, “we need to talk.” 

He must have been watching her through the cabin’s windows, saw her retrieve the weapon. 

“You’re very well trained,” he told her. “Parents in the military?” 

“No.” She didn’t bother removing the gun, if the man wanted her dead—or in other ways—he could have had her already. She decided to hear him out. 

“There are men looking for you,” he told her. 

“Why me?” she asked, thinking she knew the answer. 

“You killed that man in the diner, right?” 

She wasn’t sure where this was going. Maybe the man was here to bring her back alive, a trophy to be tortured. His posture hadn’t changed since she’d laid eyes on him. He remained casual, relaxed, with the gun lying across his lap. Soldiers looked out for each other no matter what happened. Maybe this guy wasn’t like the man Riley killed back at the diner, but they were still brothers, brought together by a deeper bond. 

“I killed him,” Riley said, not afraid to be blunt about it. The man’s eyebrows rose. “He deserved it.” 

“He had a bad rap. Did he attack you?” 

She looked away, unsure, then stared into the eyes of her new visitor. “He was a pig and wanted to have his way with me, regardless of my protests.” 

“I shouldn’t have left him alone with you. I’m sorry. I never thought he’d try anything in the middle of a fight.” 

Riley took her gaze from his, her face feeling flush, and stared at the floor. 

“I’m glad you killed the son-of-a-bitch, but now the squad, headed by his brother, Deak, wants his killer dead.” 

“You’re the only one who knows it was me.” 

“I told Deak that Ben—the man who attacked you—was bringing in a little girl. Like I said, I never thought he’d be stupid enough to try anything.” 

“Someone else could’ve killed him,” she said continuing to stare at the floor. Her eyes locked onto a piece of cereal. It was probably a few days old. She’d need to clean it up later. 

“Doesn’t matter. You’re involved. At least that’s how Deak will see it.” The soldier took a sip of his tea. “The luckiest you’d get is a shackled work order. But most likely you’ll be killed, but not before… Well, let’s just say it wouldn’t be pretty.” 

Riley looked up, staring off into space. “All because it was my birthday and I wanted to see the town.” 

“Happy birthday,” the man said. 

She shot him a look of disgust, her face scrunching up. “Why are you telling me all this?” He wanted something. A trade. Maybe he was more like his dead buddy Ben than she thought, simply using a different tactic to get what he wanted. 

“I’ve done some bad things, looked the other way when I had to. I want out and if I can save your ass… Well, it’ll be a start down the road to redemption for me.” His tone was somber, quickly becoming more upbeat. “Don’t get me wrong. What the army is doing, at least the northeast division, is a good thing: eradicating the undead. But there’s no application period, no background checks. They’ll take on anyone. They need the man power. This new military is hardcore. The officers let the men get away with a lot during the downtime, keeping the troops happy. Being around them has ruined me, damaged my soul.” The man looked haggard, his face appearing to have aged ten years. “But if you want food and safety you join up and play along.” 

“My name’s Riley,” she told him. 

“Jack.” He smiled, his face brightening. He went on to explain a few things, bringing Riley up to speed. 

After being shot, he followed her through the woods to the cabin. The other men, Ben’s squad mates led by Deak, would start searching the area at first light. They’d known Jack was with the dogs and when they returned without him they’d know something was wrong—the dogs were trained to return to the nearest encampment when fired upon. The squad would search for his corpse along with Riley and when they didn’t find either they’d assume he’d been taken hostage. 

“We need to pack up and move as quickly as possible,” Jack said. 

She didn’t want to believe him—a soldier bent on making up for his past. Why couldn’t he simply leave her alone, let her be. Damn the town, damn the soldiers and damn the world for causing her such grief. She’d fought to keep the cabin, had killed people to stay alive and had escaped the clutches of a rapist, making it back home only to be told she had to leave it. What would her father have her do? The answer was simple. 

They packed up as many essential supplies as possible—fishing line, flashlights, batteries, matches, knives, toilet paper, toothbrushes, among other things, and food—mostly dried goods and canned items. They left immediately. 

Riley’s brain told her not to look back as she walked away from her home, but her heart insisted, wanting her to burn the memory of it into her mind. She shed a single tear, wiping it away quickly, not wanting Jack to see her angst. She marched onward, never looking back again. 

Jack had explained that the soldiers would only chase them so far before it wasn’t worth their time and effort. He and Riley needed to hoof it, make haste. Take minimal breaks and stay hydrated, but not enough to cramp up. Once they figured out Jack was a deserter and aiding the individual responsible for Ben’s death, they’d have orders to shoot to kill. Riley only walked faster. 

Using flashlights, they hiked south, going around Roscoe and onto Route 17. Traveling the open highway was risky, but a blessing on the travelers. The forest, with each footfall taken, could prove a potential broken or sprained ankle. Riley’s knee ached from tripping on a rock and falling. They were both branch-whipped and itchy from pine needles. Traveling at a fast pace in the woods during nightfall had been an unwelcoming prospect. 

They walked along the cracked asphalt highway. Weeds sprouted about; the flora determined to take back what man created. 

The moon was almost full and with the sky clear of clouds, the way was lit well, allowing the travelers to save their batteries. 

If a vehicle came along, the noise or headlights would alert them in time to dash into the woods alongside the roadway, where they’d hide until the way was clear. 

After four hours of non-stop walking, the two companions stopped for dinner. They ate beef jerky, canned tuna and drank small amounts of water. 

“We can’t rest for long,” Jack said. 

“We must be far enough away by now,” Riley figured, chewing on a piece of jerky, her face grimacing at the taste. She desperately wanted something different.

“They’ll use dogs and vehicles to find us, especially once they realize we’ve taken the road. If we’re far enough, I’m hoping the army will not want to waste man power or fuel on finding us, leaving only one small team on our trail.” 

She stopped chewing, looking up at Jack. “Ben’s brother. It’ll be him that comes looking for us farther than the army would.” 

“Yes,” Jack said, nodding his head. “He’s an angry man to begin with and he’ll want to use his brother’s death for an excuse to do something other than shoot zombies. Revenge and fun. Two birds with one stone.” 

An hour later, even after a break and dinner, Riley couldn’t go any further. She was exhausted, the bottoms of her feet throbbing and asking to be let free of her shoes. The road was truly less obstructed than the forest, but the pavement was as unforgiving as it was solid. 

They decided to camp for the night, making sure to hike a good half-mile off the road. They’d passed abandoned gas stations and houses, but Jack thought they’d be too easily trapped should some problem arise, and the night was clear of rain. 

Satisfied a fire wouldn’t give away their position—the woods thick with foliage—Jack started a fire so Riley could keep warm. 

The following morning, after only four hours of sleep, the two companions moved on. Following alongside the road, using the woods for cover, proved too slow and tiring. Traveling along the open road during daylight was extremely dangerous, but the two travelers had little alternative. They chose the highway, keeping as quiet as possible. Hardly a word was uttered between them, allowing their ears to be free. 

“Where are we heading?” Riley asked, breaking the long silence. 

“Poughkeepsie,” Jack answered in almost a whisper. “Heard there’s a working city there. Non-military controlled.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I don’t, just a rumor around base.” 

“Isn’t Poughkeepsie far? I remember seeing it on a map once.” 

“Yes, but I’m hoping to get us a car.” 

“Really?” Riley responded, as if she’d heard the best news in the world. 

“Would’ve had one already,” Jack said, pointing to a house standing a few hundred feet off the highway. “Many of these homes probably still have vehicles in them. Back near Binghamton, where the base is, they used to commandeer them from the neighboring houses, whether people were still in them or not. But I wanted to put some distance between us and Roscoe. Cars are an easy, noisy target.” Jack had been looking forward the entire time he spoke, but turned his head around and winked at Riley when he was done. She smiled, unable to help herself. 

She hadn’t known Jack very long, but she liked him. He reminded her of her father—ruggedly handsome and sure of himself in a positive manner. She also hated connecting with Jack in a way, wanting to stay self-sufficient and strong. But at the same time it was nice to have a friend. At her age, even with all her father had taught her and all she had been through, she still had much to learn. She would follow Jack, listen and learn from him. Like a sponge, she had to absorb all she could if she wanted to not only survive, but live. 

Over the next couple of hours, they searched various homes along the way, climbing over guardrails and across rough terrain. They’d had no luck with vehicles. Either they didn’t run or the tires were flat or keys couldn’t be found. Most families that had two cars, when they left during the apocalypse to try to get away or reach family members, used only one vehicle. Jack was sure they’d find a working one sooner or later. 

After a few hours of house-exploration, finding the occasional zombie inside and having to blow its brains out, they came upon a house with a two-car garage. Peering through the dusty window, Jack saw a car inside. 

They broke into the house via a rear window. Inside they found food—mostly rotten and moldy, but the bags of chips and unopened cereal, although stale, were edible. In the pantry they hit the jackpot, finding a can of corn, two cans of carrots and a can of peas. 

“Check out the upstairs,” Jack said. “But be careful and quiet. Grab anything valuable for our survival.” 

Riley headed upstairs, the .38 at her side. The house was quiet, but she acted as if someone or thing might be home. She climbed slowly, passing crooked family photos as if the people that had lived there had left in a hurry. She hoped to find soap and other hygienic items in the bathroom, having not taken many from the cabin. 

The first bedroom she entered looked as if the occupant had cleaned before leaving. The bed was made, pillows fluffed. The closet door was open, shoes and shirts neatly arranged. She guessed from the décor and clothing that she was in the master bedroom, the parents’ room. It had a bathroom. She entered and found two packaged toothbrushes, two rolls of toilet paper and a bar of Irish Spring soap. 

The next room was a girl’s room. Posters of forgotten teen idols lined the walls. Pink sheets embroidered with daisies covered the bed. A purple radio sat on a wooden desk with stuffed animals guarding it. Riley had a room like this once—comfortable, soft. Would she ever have one again? Needing to leave, she exited the room, shutting the door behind her. 

The next room’s door was closed and as she approached it she heard a scraping noise. She crept up to the door, putting her ear to it. Something was moving on the other side. She heard the scraping sound again, followed by a moan. She swallowed, shaking her head slightly. As she backed away, something heavy thumped against the door, causing her to jump. She knew what horrible creature lay on the other side. It could smell her; her presence arousing the thing’s sense to living flesh. The moaning grew louder along with the scratching sound. The thing on the other side was clawing at the door to get at her. It probably hadn’t eaten in some time. 

She raised the handgun, pointing it at the door. It was too much to hope she’d found a place with no undead. Tears began to blur her vision before spilling over her eyelids and down her cheeks. She could never relax and would always have to be on guard wherever she went. 

She suddenly felt tired, as if all the strength had left her body, zapped by some unseen force. She lowered the gun and wiped her face with her sleeves. The moaning and scratching continued relentlessly, and she knew it would never stop. 

She wanted to blast holes in the door, hopefully hit the zombie in the head and silence it, but she had no idea how tall it was. Was it an adult? A small child? She could find out, but she hadn’t the strength to open the door with the zombie up against it. She’d let Jack take care of it, realizing how lucky she was to have someone to count on. People weren’t meant to be alone. 

Riley walked, half in a daze, back to the girl’s room. She let her backpack slide off her, then removed her coat and flopped onto the soft, dusty mattress. She felt like she was invading someone’s privacy, but the reality was that the bed no longer had an owner. Closing her eyes, she fell asleep. 

She awoke to Jack’s voice and the shaking of the bed. 

“Riley,” Jack said, softly, sitting on the bed next to her. She opened her eyes, blinking away the dreariness. “You okay, kiddo?” 

“Guess I fell asleep,” she said, remembering the zombie. Her face faltered. “There’s one in the room at the end of the hall. I couldn’t open the door by myself.” She felt weak, not physically, but emotionally as if she’d let him down. Jack put a hand on her arm. 

“I took care of it,” he told her. 

“Good,” she replied coldly. 

“Found these,” he said, smiling and letting a pair of car keys dangle from his finger. “Already checked it out. Runs fine and has about three-quarters of a tank of gas too.” Riley forced a smile, matching the grin on Jack’s face. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

A short time later, their bags packed and the car loaded with supplies, they pulled out of the driveway and began heading down the road. 


Chapter Five

A Bump in the Road 

It took some time, driving along the back roads and looking for a way onto the highway. The leaves were beginning to fill in along the branches of the trees—the greenery a welcoming symbol of life amongst all the human death. The Earth, with its most dominant species on the brink of extinction, was still showing that it was alive. 

Riley smiled as the flora flew by, a blur of green and gray. Why were humans the only living thing affected by the virus or whatever it was that was causing the dead to rise up? 

She was more at ease than she’d been in some time, guessing the gentle ride and having Jack at her side had something to do with it. It was cool out, but she kept the window down, allowing her hand to sail up and down like the wing of a plane, the rush of air exhilarating. 

The car slowed as it approached the entranceway to Route 17. Jack stopped the car, but left it running. “You’re going to be a second pair of eyes and the main gunner should we run into any hostiles. It’s obvious you can shoot, but firing from a moving vehicle is completely different. You’ll need to aim of course, but set your sights slightly ahead of the target, almost anticipating it.” 

“Okay,” was all she could say. She’d never shot from a moving vehicle and only doing so would help her become proficient at it. 

“Get ready to shoot. Practice on objects in the distance like road signs. I hate wasting ammo, but it’s important to learn to shoot while on the move. In this world shooting and survival are equivalent to learning the ABCs. Jack hit the gas. The car lurched forward and they sped onto the highway, the speedometer reaching sixty miles per hour. Jack maintained the speed. “Okay, unbuckle the seatbelt and start shooting at any signs you see.” 

A good two-mile stretch of asphalt lay ahead as the car sped along. Making sure the passenger door was locked, Riley leaned out of the window, eyeing a yellow road sign in the distance. The wind was fierce, causing her eyes to tear and the weapon to jostle. She tightened her grip. 

“They’ll most likely be firing at us too,” Jack yelled. 

Riley squeezed the trigger. The gun’s loud crack erupted, but was quickly left behind. 

“Keep firing. Steady shots.” 

Riley had missed badly the first few times, seeing the dirt splash up alongside the road nowhere near the sign. After a dozen tries she caught on, quickly getting a feel for the new experience, and was able to puncture holes through the metal signs. 

“You sure you’ve never…” Jack was about to ask. “Damn!” 

A black SUV came around a bend up ahead, barely sideswiping the car. Jack swerved, reaching out a hand to grab Riley and yank her back inside the vehicle. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. “What’s that vehicle…” 

“They found us,” he said. 

“The army men? Ben’s brother?” 

“Yeah. They must have been on their way back to base, having given up on us. Damn, if we’d only stayed off the road a little longer.” 

Riley spun around in her seat, looking out of the rear window. The SUV had turned around and was in pursuit of them. She turned to Jack. “What do you want me to do?” The back window exploded as bullets struck it. Riley screamed, ducking low. 

“Stay down,” Jack hollered. 

“No,” she told him, already reloading with a new clip. 

“All right, but don’t bother shooting back until we get around this bend. Put the Kevlar vest over the seat and use it as a shield.”

She reached into the backseat and grabbed the vest, draping it over her seat before grabbing a bag of clips, and setting them on the floor at her feet. Now she was somewhat protected—the headrest the only piece poking through the neck slot. “What about you?” 

“I’ll be fine. You’re the gunner, just stay alive and take them out.” 

The highway was windy for a bit, the men in the SUV firing wildly and missing. “I know this road,” Jack said. “There’s a straight stretch coming up. Get ready. Aim for the truck’s grille.” 

“I can’t believe they traveled so far to find us.” 

“That’s not an official vehicle. That’s Deak’s personal vehicle. He’s on his own with a few buddies. He wants the person dead for killing his brother and when he saw me driving I became a deserter. He wants me as dead as you.” 

As the car came around the last bend, a long stretch of highway lay ahead. “Get ready to fire before they do!” 

She aimed her rifle at the SUV and pulled the trigger. The .30-30’s report was three times as loud inside the small confines of the car. Riley emptied the clip,but the SUV still approached as if she’d fired plastic bullets. 

“I hit that thing square in the grille,” she reported. 

“Damn, must be armor-plated in the front.” 

The headrest exploded in front of her face. Jack began swerving the vehicle, no longer as easy a target. Riley, not ready for the maneuver, banged into the door. Dull thuds, like balls of hail, sounded from the car’s trunk as it was riddled with bullets. The radio in the dash exploded, sparks flying out like a sparkler on July Fourth. She steadied herself and popped in another clip. 

“You’re going to have to shoot their windshield and hope it’s not bullet proof.” Jack continued to swerve the car, the tires screeching angrily. Riley gripped her seat, fingers white, to keep from tumbling about like a rag doll. “When I straighten out, blow the hell out of that windshield.” 

Jack finally held the steering wheel still, the car straightening out. Riley, using the back of her seat, readied her aim and fired upon the approaching SUV. Four bullets harmlessly bounced off the windshield directly in front of the driver. 

“No good,” she told Jack. 

“Okay, there’s another bend up ahead. We just have to make it there and buy us a few moments.” 

Riley didn’t want to wait. A man popped up out of what she guessed was the SUV’s sunroof. He had what looked to be a dark olive-colored tube of some kind. It was on his shoulder. “Jack,” Riley screamed. He glanced up at the rearview mirror. 

“Riley, you’ve got to take him out. He’s got a rocket launcher. We won’t survive if he hits us.” 

She began firing, nerves taking hold, her shots missing. The wind seemed to be hampering the man holding the rocket launcher, but he finally managed to hold it straight. She exhaled, letting out her breath slowly. A rushed shot was a missed shot. She couldn’t worry about the man with the rocket launcher. If she took care at her end, all would be well. Steadying herself, she pulled the trigger, willing the bullet to its target. 

The man holding the rocket launcher was hit in the right shoulder, causing the weapon to point downward a second before it was fired. At the same time Riley saw a man’s arm holding a small machine gun from the passenger window. Yellow flashes of light burst from the weapon’s barrel. She felt the bullets whiz by her head, while others hammered into the Kevlar vest. A stream of gray smoke erupted from the rocket launcher, sending the missile into the road in front of the SUV. The road exploded into a plume of orange flame and smoke as debris flew into the air. The driver tried swerving around the small crater, but the left wheel caught, sending the vehicle flipping end over end at eighty miles per hour. 

She watched as the hunk of metal rolled, tumbling down the highway, pieces of SUV scattering about and flying in all directions, landing alongside the road. She cheered, pumped her fist and turned to sit back down when she noticed the grim look on Jack’s face. He was driving with one hand and grimacing. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he said, sounding out of breath. He started coughing, flecks of blood dotting the windshield and steering wheel. 

The car began to slow as Jack’s coughing grew worse. He pulled the car to the side of the road. 

“Sorry, kid,” he said, blood covering his lips and chin as it oozed from his mouth like an underground spring. 

“Were…” She took a deep breath “…were you…shot?” She already knew the answer, but the words came out anyway. Jack made it official. 

“Seems they got me good, but at least…you got…them.” He forced a smile revealing blood-stained teeth. “I’m going to get out now. It will be hard…for you to…drive if I’m in the seat.” He started laughing before the chuckle became a gargle of blood and phlegm. 

“No,” Riley said, grabbing his arm. “You’ll be fine.” 

Jack smiled after clearing his throat. “No kid. I won’t.” He opened the door, placed a foot on the pavement and went to get out, but tumbled to the ground. 

Her eyes widened as her mouth hung open at what she saw. Blood glistened on the back of the driver’s seat, pooling on the cushion like spilled strawberry syrup. 

She opened her door, jumped out and ran around the car to where Jack lay face down. She saw the bullet hole in his jacket—crimson fluid leaking from it. He’d been shot center mass between the shoulder blades. 

“Jack,” she whispered, tears forming, vision going blurry. She bent down, placing two fingers on his carotid. She felt nothing. No thump. He was dead. 

She stood up, the world seeming to spin out of control. She’d only known Jack a few days, but she’d grown to love him in that short time. The air around her was still save for the car’s gentle idle. Another person taken from her. She should’ve broken down, cried hysterically, but instead she felt a growing kernel of heat within her gut. She was beyond angry, her insides fuming with rage. This wasn’t circumstance; this was the doing of evil men. It was the army men’s fault Jack was dead—that she was left alone again. The small kernel of heat now spread throughout her body as if she was radioactive. 

Feeling numb, dead inside except for utter hatred, Riley pulled Jack’s sidearm from his holster, pointed it at his temple and fired. She’d managed to shut her eyes upon firing, not wanting the image of destroying her friend’s remains stuck in her mind. The act would be enough to bring nightmares. She didn’t need to see the gore and was confident the point blank shot to the temple was enough to ensure he didn’t come back.

Riley turned away, opening her eyes. Leaning into the car, she turned the ignition off and withdrew the car key, stuffing it into her pocket. There was no point in wasting gas or leaving a vehicle with a car key that could be used to come after her. She’d never learned how to drive, the car useless to her. 

She would hike the rest of the way to Poughkeepsie, no matter how long it took. Going back to the cabin was too dangerous—if there still was a cabin to go back to. 

She was ripped from her thoughts by a scream. It came from behind her, beyond the bend in the road where the SUV flipped. Her eyes became slits, her teeth grinding together, jaw muscles defined. 

Walking around the car to the passenger’s side, she reached inside, grabbed her rifle and a couple of ammo clips, and began marching back up the road. 

Within a few minutes she came upon the wreck. The black SUV rested partially on its roof and front end, slanted against the pavement. Steam hissed from the crumpled hood as fluids leaked onto the ground. The windshield had multiple cracks, lightning-like throughout, and was splattered with shiny redness. 

Riley approached cautiously, tiptoeing around to the driver’s side. A man lay broken in the driver’s seat, appendages twisted at unnatural angles like a discarded marionette. His body was jerking as if something was tugging at it. His eyelids flung open. Riley jumped back, barely containing herself. She raised her weapon. 

“Please…” the man groaned. “Kill me.” His face was caked in blood and he spoke as if he’d just come from a visit to the dentist. 

“Are you Deak?” she asked coldly. 

“Please,” the man gurgled. 

“Is your name Deak?” Riley repeated, her tone demanding. 

“Yes. Please shoot me.” 

Riley was delighted to oblige, but saw movement from the passenger seat. Bending lower, she saw another man in the car. His left arm was missing, severed above the elbow, and half his face was gone—jaw bone and eye socket revealed. Now she understood why Deak’s body was jerking. His undead companion—fellow murderer—was grabbing and tearing pieces of his flesh, eating him. The man had turned undead quickly, having only died minutes ago. The undead passenger’s face disappeared into Deak’s side. Riley could hear moist chewing sounds as flesh was ripped away. 

“Please…” the driver begged again. 

It wasn’t proper to leave zombies alive, to be able to wander and infect others, but the man was getting his due. She could only hope he lived long enough to suffer greatly, hoping his friend was trapped somewhere in the undead thing’s body, horrified at eating his buddy. 

She walked toward the rear of the truck, opening the hatch. Another zombie, the man who had been wielding the rocket launcher, lay inside. The thing sprung at her, its body not in too bad a condition. 

Riley, caught off guard, stumbled backward, her gun going off. The zombie crawled out. She saw that it wasn’t in as great a condition as she’d first thought. Its head was partially caved in and a large buck knife was protruding from its neck. The man must’ve fallen onto it when the truck crashed. It appeared like the guy had just missed dying properly; if only the blade had gone into his head. 

With the zombie standing over her, looking down with vacant but horrifying eyes, she righted herself, pointing the rifle up and blowing the thing’s brains out of the back of its head. She rolled left and out of the way as the lifeless corpse tumbled to the ground. 

She checked the rest of the vehicle, finding no more surprises except for a small arsenal of weapons and ammo. She had her rifle and plenty of bullets, so she decided to leave the machine guns. She grabbed two identical handguns—Sig Sauers—four boxes of ammo, and a first aid kit. She also found four grenades, pocketing them as well. 

Heading past the man in the driver’s seat on her way back to the car, she saw that he was still very much alive. Not wanting to become a monster, needing to hold onto what little compassion she still had for humans, Riley pulled a book of matches from her pocket. Not wanting to waste a single match, but needing to, she ignited it and tossed it to the gasoline-flooded ground. The area around the SUV roared into flames, the truck catching fire quickly. The man inside the SUV began screaming as she hurried away. A few minutes later the truck exploded. Riley never looked back. 


Chapter Six 

A Fresh Start

Riley finished rummaging through the car, gathering a flashlight, matches, a small bottle of lighter fluid, a knife and food. She of course took her rifle—the weapon like a trusted sibling—and equipped herself with plenty of ammo before beginning her long trek down the road. 

It began raining an hour into the trip. She’d forgotten the parka back at the car; it was too far to go back for it now. 

The walk seemed endless, but she kept on until nightfall, the rain lasting a few hours. Soaked and shivering, she camped in the woods about twenty feet from the road. She should have traveled farther in, but was too weak and worn out. 

Using some paper, lighter fluid and a couple of the driest logs she could find, Riley made a meek fire. The wood was somewhat damp, hissing like a small steam engine. She shed her clothes from her body, hanging them on a tree branch over the fire while staying close to keep warm. An hour into the night and the rain started up again, the downpour heavy at times. The fire was quickly extinguished and Riley’s clothes were drenched again. She managed to eat a little and nod off under a densely bristled pine tree. 

By morning the rain had stopped, the sun’s rays poking through the trees as if to say they’d found her, giving Riley a small sense of hope. She rung out her clothes as best she could, then pulled them on, grimacing as the cold, damp clothes chilled her to the bone. She’d actually felt warmer with them off, but wasn’t about to go walking around naked. Having hardly slept, fighting through the chill, she gathered her belongings and headed back onto the road, hoping the exercise, combined with the sun’s rays, would dry her out.  

It rained on and off for the next few days and by the fourth day Riley had become sick with the flu. She had a high fever and was coughing up gobs of dark green phlegm. 

Her feet throbbed as if she’d stood on scorching coals and her body was at its weakest state, barely able to keep going. She was soaked through, her skin prune-like and sensitive. 

By the fifth night she grew weary with delirium, often seeing and talking with her father or Jack. Her head was foggy and she began puking every so often before dry-heaving—her stomach all but empty. The road had been without houses for two days, leaving her to sleep under the cover of nature and by then her travels had slowed tremendously. She’d walk a quarter mile then have to rest for an hour or more. On the sixth morning she managed to find a house only a short distance off the highway. 

She broke in, not caring who or what was inside, only wanting to be out of the rain and have something manmade over her head. 

She had no idea how far she’d traveled or even if she was heading south anymore, toward Poughkeepsie. She’d only seen one vehicle traveling along the highway since Jack’s death and wanted no part of flagging it down, preferring to be alone. 

Tired with fever and soaked to the bone, she lay down on an old, torn mattress on the first floor and fell asleep. 

She dreamt of her father, seeing him at the bedside of her mother who’d died while giving birth to her. She was full-sized but had just come out of her mother’s womb, the doctor holding her. The sounds of alarms and beeping machines filled her ears. She was tossed over the doctor’s shoulder like a discarded piece of trash. Her father, standing behind the doctor, caught her, cradling her in his arms. His face was grim, eyes open and staring back and forth from Riley to where her mother lay dying in the hospital bed. There was no saving her mother. The doctor lowered his head. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Winchester. We did all that we could,” the doctor said. 

“No!” her father screamed, hugging Riley to his chest so tightly that she felt as if she would burst. The doctors and nurses left the room, leaving her, her dad and dead mother alone. 

Riley heard a moaning sound from behind. Her father’s face lit up with joy. He lowered her to the floor. She stood, turning around. Her mother’s face was pale, bloodless and had lifeless eyes like a doll’s, yet she was reaching out for Riley’s father. 

“Jenny,” he said, his voice full of joy. “You’re alive. You’re okay.” 

Riley screamed, grabbing her father’s arm. “No Dad! She’s not alive. She’s a zombie!” Her father turned to her, his face becoming a twisted picture of rage. He raised his arm and backhanded her, sending her falling to the hard, cold tile floor. 

Riley’s father ran to his wife, embracing her. Riley watched as her undead mother sunk her fingers and teeth into his flesh, tearing him apart as he screamed. Riley began screaming and then woke up. 

Her body ached all over as if she’d broken every one of her bones. A throbbing, hammering pain filled her head. The room was out of focus, spinning. Reaching for her bag, she grabbed some pain killers, took four—chewing them, the taste like bitter chalk—and lay back down before passing out again. 

This time she dreamt of a happier time. A time before the undead rose up and ruined everything for everybody. 

Riley had had a dog once. A Jack Russell terrier named Smiley. She hadn’t named the canine; that was her mother’s idea because everyone who’d ever seen the dog said it was always smiling. 

Smiley was prancing through beautiful green fields of freshly cut grass. Daisies and lilac bushes dotted the hillside. Riley, her mother and father sat below a huge maple tree eating a picnic lunch. 

Her mother was laughing and her stomach was large and round, pregnant. She was carrying Riley’s baby brother. Riley’s father was sipping wine from a wineglass. 

Together they watched Smiley run around, chasing beetles and crickets as they bounced into the air. Everyone was jovial, laughing and having fun, feeling the warmth of family envelop them like a numinous spell. This was how life should’ve been, but as she looked up, dark ominous clouds rolled in like gigantic angry ghosts. The sun’s shiny rays were extinguished. The gentle afternoon breezes became fierce, hurricane-like gusts of wind. 

Riley saw her mother’s face turn grim—eyebrows raised, mouth agape. The woman cried out to her husband. Riley looked around. Where was her father? He was just here. She stood up, her heart beating faster. Off in the distance she saw a tornado approaching. Her mother’s face became a scowl, both hands on her stomach. She cried out, arms outstretched for her daughter. “Help me,” she pleaded as her eyes filled with tears. Riley tried to get up, but a pair of arms shot up from the ground. Powerful fingers, bony and rotten, wrapped around Riley’s ankles, keeping her in place. 

“Mommy!” she cried out. 

Her mother withered in agony. Something was wrong with the baby. Where was her father? Riley’s mother lifted her dress up, revealing the bulbous lump of white skin. Slits began to show themselves, blood spewing out of them like a dam bursting. Her mother continued to scream as the slits became tears. Tiny fingers emerged from the rips before the flesh was completely torn open, her undead brother crawling out. 

Riley awoke screaming, kicking her arms and legs wildly. A hand was resting on her chest. 

“Shush, child,” a soft male voice told her. 

Confused, she opened her eyes and tried sitting up. She took a deep breath, and began coughing uncontrollably, each hack burning her raw and swollen throat. 

“Lay still,” the voice said again. She was able to make out a man and a woman crouching on either side of her. A cool cloth pressed against her forehead, sending chills throughout her body. Her teeth began to chatter, but she quickly fell back into blackness. 

A week since falling unconscious, she was awake. Opening her eyes, she saw that she was on a soft bed with fluffy blankets and cottony soft pillows. The last thing she remembered was walking into a dilapidated house and passing out. She was definitely somewhere else. 

Sitting up, she looked around. She felt better, much better. Her throat no longer hurt and her head felt clear. She was in a bedroom. The walls were painted a bright white and were spotless. Framed pictures of horses and flowers hung from the walls. There was a dresser with a glass of clear liquid—probably water, a bowl and a small mauve-colored washcloth.  A long mirror hung on the back of a closet door. She took a deep breath in through her nostrils. The air was fresh, not musty or mildewy like so many of the houses she’d been in. Grabbing a handful of comforter, she brought it to her face. The heavy blanket smelled clean, like the air. Had she gone to heaven? 

Her stomach began rumbling, the odor of cooked eggs and potatoes  entering her nose. She could see the images in her mind as if she were looking at them. Her mouth was watering, causing her to have to swallow—the salivary ducts working overtime. 

Lifting the covers off and flinging them to the side, Riley slipped out of bed. The wood floor was cool; her body toasty from the layers of blankets. She was wearing pajamas—not her own. Running a hand over her stomach, the fabric felt soft and washed. Someone had been taking care of her. She vaguely remembered a man and a woman back at the house. They must have taken her with them. Survival instinct kicking in, she began looking for a weapon. She heard footsteps. Someone was approaching. 

She felt naked, scared. Looking for a place to hide, she froze, her mind unable to decipher where to go. A figure came into view from the hallway and she began to back away, feeling like cornered prey. The figure was a man. 

“You’re up,” he said enthusiastically. The man was tall, built and had thick wavy black hair. “Don’t be frightened.” He held his hands out and in front of him, a physical act of reassurance. “You’re safe here.” 

Riley didn’t speak. Her mind was too busy racing with thoughts. Who was this man? Where was the woman? How did she get here? 

“We’ve got food downstairs. Eggs, milk and fruit,” he said. 

Her stomach rumbled again. Food! She really wanted to eat and the smell was driving her crazy. The need to trust this man seemed overwhelming. Nothing else seemed to matter but food. She heard more footsteps approaching. It was the female. She had long, blonde hair, alabaster skin and a warm smile. Riley liked her immediately. 

“Would it be okay if we talked, sweetie?” the woman asked. Riley nodded. “My name’s Joanne and this is my husband, George.” 

“Hello,” George said, waving his hand through the air. 

“I’m Riley,” she said, flatly. “Riley Winchester.” 

Riley sat on the bed, her feet dangling off the side. The husband and wife talked to her, explaining who they were and how they found her. 

Riley had had a fever of one-hundred and four degrees. Joanne, George and their nine-year old boy, Eric, had been out on a scavenging mission up north, a good two hours from home, when they entered the house and found her. They told her at first they thought she was dead, but found a pulse. The scavenging mission was cut short as they sped home, Riley cradled in dry blankets and Joanne’s arms, where she was nursed back to health. 

George and Joanne headed down to breakfast when they were finished talking with her. “Come down when you’re ready, sweetie. No rush,” Joanne told her. 

Left alone in the room, Riley sat on the bed, letting her mind absorb a little of what she was told. The other memories, the three that she thought about daily—her father, having to leave the cabin, and Jack’s death, were kept locked away. She didn’t want to think about them for a while. They had haunted her relentlessly during her time on the road, especially when she had the fever. But it appeared she was in a better place now and she wanted to make the best of it. She felt as if this could be the beginning of something good. A fresh new start possibly. One day at a time would be her new credo, at least for now. These new people seemed nice, genuine, and they had a kid. She’d heard him call to his parents while they were speaking with her. Riley was tired from all that she’d been through and just wanted to be able to relax, feel safe. 

She hopped off the bed, turned to look at the lovely room and smiled before heading down to join the others for breakfast. 


Chapter Seven 

Love and Trust

Over the next couple of months, Riley grew more and more accustomed to life with the Milners. Trust had always been an issue for her, but the Milners proved to be good people and she was able to relax physically as well as mentally. Allowing herself to open up was a novel and difficult venture. 

She’d spent numerous nights alone in her new room, weeping quietly, making sure no one ever heard her. It was a pride thing, but also a self-taught defense mechanism. She needed to remain hardened, emotionally solid, never allowing prolonged bouts of sadness to seep into her bones like a poison. In order to survive, she’d needed to detach herself from her feelings and keep her killer instinct sharp. 

The Milners proved different than the rest of the world. They were a tough family—strong physically and spiritually with the need to not only survive, but to live. They’d kept their humanity and love for each other alive even in a world that had fallen apart. Riley wanted to be a part of that love, that bond, finding it difficult to truly believe in, until one day when she let it all out, crying hysterically onto Joanne’s shoulder. The pent-up emotions, multiple layers of sadness, dread and guilt were shed from her soul like an old skin. Through conversation and with some time she’d learned that opening one’s self up to others wasn’t a weakness, but a strength that would keep her balanced, keep her human.

For years, even when her father was alive, she had given up hope that she’d ever find people that could live normal lives. People that were capable of bringing joy and happiness to others around them. The world, as she had known it to become, was a wasteland of self-preserving mutants. Jack had rekindled her feelings of hope in people, that not all of them were wicked. But Jack’s acts of kindness had ultimately led to his death. Why weren’t the good people rewarded? 

Now, living amongst the Milners, Riley had learned to trust again, to love again. George and Joanne had become her adopted parents. They showed nothing but compassion and love, always looking out for her and Eric’s well-being. 

The family life that she had only heard or read about, the stuff of fiction, was now a real part of the world in which she lived. Every day she was able to wake with a smile, knowing how lucky she truly was and that her father and Jack, with their sacrifices, allowed her to be where she was today. 

A year had passed since the day she arrived at the Milners house. They celebrated her fourteenth birthday, giving her a cake made from goat milk, stale but viable Twinkies, cinnamon and honey. It was something at one time she might have considered a child’s concoction, but now a delicious treat. She was grateful for what it represented and where it had come from. 

The house was a log cabin built by George Milner before the Zombie Apocalypse. It was a large cabin with two floors and a basement. A wood stove sat at either end of the abode, keeping the house warm throughout the wintry months. 

They had chickens in a coop and goats which they used for milk. The animals were easy to keep as they fed naturally off the land. 

A nearby river supplied loads of fresh fish as well as a few nearby lakes. The Hudson River wasn’t too far off, easily gotten to by car, but the Milners almost never traveled toward the city of Poughkeepsie—known for its gangs, zombies and crazy people. When they traveled for a scouting supply mission, it was usually north into unpopulated regions. 

The log cabin was set back a quarter-mile from the road and well hidden, especially during the summer months, by the heavily wooded forest. The wood stove burned cinders and twigs during the daylight hours, keeping the heavy burning at night to avoid being seen from afar. George had told Riley that no breathing, talking human had ever come around. On occasion a member of the undead would wander into the area—one making it all the way to the house’s front steps—but George or his wife would take care of the things, usually with a single shot to the head to destroy the eye/brain connection. The log cabin was a safe haven from the wilds of the world. It had taken Riley a couple months before she was able to relax and let her guard down somewhat, but never completely. 

She loved tending to the livestock, getting eggs from the chickens and petting the goats. She spent much of her free time—chores always needing to be done first—reading books that George and Joanne had acquired over the years. 



She worked with George, an ex-marine. He showed her numerous survival tricks, many of which she already knew, but hand to hand combat was George’s specialty. She was young and small, but as long as she practiced and stayed diligent the techniques would stay with her. 

George had also been a gun collector and had over thirty rifles and handguns. Ten were from his own collection, but from the numerous scavenging missions he was able to pick up many more. He had ammo for most, but not all; some were simply for show. 

Even though life around the house was peaceful, George always maintained certain security measures. Riley was told about the gangs that lived in the cities and how they controlled much of the area near them. George kept many of the guns in hidden places around the house and property—tool chests, supply trunks, by the woodpiles and in trees. They were all kept oiled and cleaned regularly. 

An underground bunker, supplied with weapons, food, lanterns, a kerosene heater and other supplies, was about three hundred feet from the house’s property line—hidden in the woods. If the house was ever under siege, the family was told to head there and hide. 

Spending time with Eric was wonderful, something she and the boy both needed to help their spirits grow. They practiced self-defense, went fishing, played board and card games. Eric loved playing hide and seek and it was something the whole family could enjoy. Games of wiffle ball were played, as well as badminton, Riley usually letting Eric win. But the best thing of all were the silly jokes they told and the laughing they did, something all children were supposed to be able to do. 

Being the elder and the road-hardened one, Riley took on the role of teacher whenever they worked on something. Teaching had brought her own skills on the various subjects to a new level, even shooting. She was able to see things from a different perspective and in return her own skills at fishing, fighting and even shooting had improved.

All in all, life had become as normal as it could for Riley, something she wished her father could have been a part of. 

It was a beautiful, sunny summer day when she and Eric had gone fishing at the nearby lake. The fish were biting as if the lake had nothing more for them to eat. Riley caught five while Eric had a whopping eight fish in his bucket. They would eat well for a couple days and have to smoke the fish in order for them to keep. 

Having just arrived back at the house, Eric hurried inside to begin gutting and cleaning the fish for dinner. Riley, having washed up at the lake, went up to her room to change into a clean set of clothes. When she was finished, she came downstairs and went out to the deck. Joanne had told her to tell George to hurry up, that dinner would be ready in about an hour, when she saw a man approaching. He was walking down the long driveway. George had seen him too and had stopped chopping wood, but held onto the axe. 

Riley turned and called into the house. “Joanne,” she yelled. “Come quick.” 

Joanne arrived within seconds. She was wearing an apron caked with fish guts and brought with her the fresh aroma of fish and onion. Riley wasn’t sure if she wanted to gag or eat at the conflicting odor. 

Joanne brushed past Riley, immediately seeing the man. Riley turned. The man was now almost to George. They were conversing. 

The stranger had wild orange hair making his head appear as if it were on fire. He was shirtless, wearing a cut-off jean jacket vest and blue jeans with black leather boots. He appeared to be injured; gashes lined his arms and neck. George had brought the axe up, resting it on his shoulder. If he needed to, he could swing it down fast. For what most would think is a casual resting position, Riley understood that everything George did had a reason. 

“Get inside,” Joanne told Riley. “Stay with Eric.” 

The woman ran inside, quickly returning with a rifle. She rested her arms on the deck’s railing and took aim. “Go,” she told Riley again. 

Riley ran upstairs, Eric following. She went to her bedroom window and looked out. The stranger had his arms held high and was spinning around. George was still standing in the same position. Then the man began walking toward the house, George following. 

“Who’s the man?” Eric asked. 

“No idea,” Riley answered. 

For the first time in a while, she was nervous. Why did this man have to come here? They’d been doing so well by themselves. She’d begun to think they would never be discovered by another human being. She needed to find out who this man was. What did he want? George and Joanne were bright, good people. They’d survived a long time. She would have to trust that they knew how to handle the situation. Even after spending so much time with the Milners, she still didn’t like the idea of letting others look out for her. She loved the thought of them being like a mother and father and Eric as a brother—which they all had become—but ultimately in this world she had to rely on herself. But she would trust in her new family. Trust that they would handle it and if they needed her she would be ready. 

Eric stood by the door, listening to the voices downstairs. “It’s hard to hear what they’re saying.” 

“Don’t worry about it. If that man is up to anything, George and Joanne will know and take care of it. Take care of us.” She wasn’t sure if she believed in her own words, but for now she had to. 

Not before long, Riley and Eric had taken up a game of chess, Riley hoping to take Eric’s mind off the situation. A few minutes in, and Joanne entered the bedroom, still holding the rifle. 

“Is it safe?” Eric asked. 

Joanne sat on Riley’s bed, resting the gun against the dresser. “The man said his car broke down a few miles from here. He’s hungry and in need of aid.” 

“Do you believe him?” Riley asked, sensing uneasiness in Joanne’s voice. 

Joanne sighed, shoulders sagging a little. “He seems sincere…” She shook her head. “I just don’t know.” 

That night, the stranger sat at the dinner table. His name was Renny Filder. His wounds were bandaged and he was allowed to wash in the basin in the backyard—a tub filled with rainwater used for bathing. 

Dinner went well; the man—surprisingly—was a good conversationalist. He had been a corrections officer at Sing Sing Correctional Facility in Tarrytown, New York. He lost his wife and daughter to zombies and joined up with a group of people. They scavenged, moving around like nomads, surviving day to day like so many others. 

He had a sister in Canada just outside of Toronto and with nothing else going on, he decided to head there and see if she was still alive. On his way north, he ran into some bad people. They had weapons—guns, bows and arrows—and vehicles that were armor plated. They chased after him, but he’d managed to lose them. He saw what appeared to be an old dirt road leading from the highway, but blocked off by a chain-link fence. Desperate and realizing it was his only chance, Renny hit the gas, breaking through the rusty chain-link fence, and traveled along a dirt path, his car bottoming out every second, until he came out onto a paved road. He sped along, turning onto another road, then another and another until he lost his pursuers. 

“But then my engine started smoking and the car just wouldn’t go.” Renny shook his head. “I was glad to have escaped those people, but I was stuck out in the middle of nowhere. I wasn’t sure I’d be safe for long so I got out and began jogging down the road looking for a place to hide. And thank the good Lord, I found you guys.” 

“I suppose your story is similar to whoever’s left in the world,” George said. He motioned to Joanne. “My wife’s got two sisters, one in Texas and one in Florida, but there’s just no way for us to get there safely, especially with the kids.” 

“And you?” Renny asked, taking a sip of tea. 

“I’ve got a brother…had a brother. He lived not far from here. He’s long dead. Shot by looters.” George’s cheek muscles flexed. Joanne reached out, patting his hand. 

“Sorry about that,” Renny said. 

“I just remind myself that the world’s a different place now. People in search of loved ones, not knowing if they’re alive, dead, or undead…” He paused, looking to his wife. “Well, anyway. It must’ve been tough for so many of the survivors.” 

“More tea, Renny?” Joanne asked. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. 

Riley sat quietly during the meal. She didn’t like the stranger. She didn’t want to judge the man by his appearance, she could only imagine how she must’ve appeared at times, but this man seemed to be performing, as if auditioning for a role in a movie. 

After dinner she and Eric went up to their rooms, telling Joanne they would be playing. Instead, she sat on the top of the stairs and listened to the rest of the conversation. 

“Nice kids,” she heard Renny say. 

“Thanks,” George responded. “They’re good kids. Been tough for them, losing their way of life, friends, comforts and all. But we do our best to keep life as normal and peaceful as possible out here.” 

Riley continued to listen from upstairs. She’d grabbed her gun from her closet and was thankful that Eric had stayed in his room. She didn’t want him asking her questions or to worry. He seemed to think the man was just fine. 

She’d have to keep an eye out. Stay alert and be prepared. She had no doubt that George and Joanne were as prepared as could be which made her feel a little better. 

She still couldn’t shake the feeling that the guy was bad news. It wasn’t his condition, numerous tattoos or ripped clothing and wild hair that bothered her. It was his mannerisms. The guy was overly nice, joyful and polite, especially for someone who’d lost so much and was alone, his car broken down. Perhaps he was truly grateful, and like herself, happy to be around well-adjusted individuals. Maybe seeing normal people, realizing there were some left in the world, had brightened the man’s spirits. Made him believe in mankind again. 

Riley had seen too much hate and destructive behavior to believe in the benefit of doubt. Yes, she’d found the Milners, a loving and caring family—a living fossil of the past, a glitch in the world. The chances of finding another person with the same values and morals of the Milners, of herself, and all of them coming together, meeting as they did…was small. Less than a one-percent chance. It just wasn’t possible. She had simply gotten lucky. No, she decided when thinking about trusting Renny. He was up to no good. She couldn’t prove it, but she needed to talk to George and Joanne. She couldn’t leave something like this up to others without being involved. The Milners viewed her as a girl, but she’d been through the grind. Had killed, survived. She’d earned the right to talk. 

“Tonight, you’ll sleep in the basement,” Riley heard George tell Renny. “It’s all boarded up and warm. There’s a cot down there and blankets too.” 

“I appreciate the hospitality.” 

“If you have to use the bathroom during the night, there’s a bucket and if it’s bowel related, just bang on the door and one of us will escort you out back. I hope you understand. We don’t know you, but we’re willing to help you out.” 

“More than fair and more than I could’ve hoped for,” the man answered. 

“And we’ll see about fixing that car of yours tomorrow morning. Get you back on the road again.” 

Riley let out a breath, a smile creeping over her face. She liked the sound of that. George had no plans on letting the man stay. The sooner tomorrow came and the man was on his way, the better she’d feel. 


Chapter Eight 

Damages

Riley couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed, her mind racing with worry about the stranger in the basement. There was no way for the man to escape. The windows were bricked over long ago by George to keep people from entering. And the rear exit door was locked. The only solace she received was from knowing that at all times either George or Joanne guarded the door to the basement. Still, she would feel more at ease when the man left. 

What if he had accomplices waiting for him at his car? It would take some time for her to get over worrying that he would return with more people. The best bet, and she realized how barbaric it was, was to kill him. Leave no chance for him to return with numbers. Maybe his companions already knew about the Milner home and had sent him in as a spy. Check out their fortifications—learn about the opposition. These were the countless, unanswerable questions that raced through Riley’s mind, keeping her awake throughout the night. 

The next morning after breakfast, Riley, Eric and Joanne stood on the porch, staring down at George and a handcuffed Renny. 

He stood beside the pickup truck’s open door. The cuffs were a precaution; the man saying how he understood and that he took no offense. He thanked Joanne for her hospitality and the scrumptious food. 

“And who knows,” Renny said. “Maybe we’ll run into each other again someday.” 

Riley cringed, the man’s words sounding more like a threat than a hopeful statement. Again, thoughts of murder entered her mind. She could follow them, stalking through the woods like a hunter tracking prey. She’d work her way farther up the road and wait. Once Renny came traveling along, she’d shoot him through the car’s window, making sure he never returned. 

“See you guys in a little bit,” George said, breaking Riley’s morbid thoughts. She watched as the men climbed into the truck and disappeared down the driveway. 

“I’m glad he’s gone,” Riley said, arms crossed over her chest. 

“Why?” Joanne asked. “I mean, I had my doubts, but he seemed like a nice fellow.” 

“I thought he was cool,” Eric said. 

“He wasn’t right,” Riley said. “Seemed to me like he was acting. Too well-behaved.” 

“You could be right, Riley,” Joanne said, nodding her head. “I’ll admit he did look a little rough and smelled funky, but remember the world we live in.” She wrapped her arms around Eric and Riley’s shoulders, pulling them in for a hug. “And as the old saying goes…” 

Riley rolled her eyes, the glass-half-empty attitude showing itself. “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” 

“Sometimes you can,” Joanne said, “and sometimes you can’t. That’s why, even in today’s world, we don’t judge. We use what we’ve learned and stay cautious. It’s important to remember, especially during these troubled times, that we keep our compassion. We’ve come a long way as a species and we can’t let the zombies drag us back to the Stone Age.” 

Later that afternoon, Riley decided to go fishing alone. She wanted the time for herself. She told Joanne she’d be careful and was just going to the river. 

She walked along the lengthy trail, listening to the birds sing, and smelling the fresh scent of pine. She spotted squirrels, ants, spiders and butterflies. It still amazed her how nature, minus the people, had stayed the same, seemingly unaffected by the zombie epidemic. She wondered if it had something to do with souls. Did animals not have them? Was it simply that they weren’t infected? Did they have a built-in immunity to the problem? Zombies never went after wildlife. She thought back to her time on the road with her father. She’d seen a zombie hobble right past a dog, the animal only barking at it, refusing to attack. 

She continued with curious thoughts, thinking about life before the Milners—her father, the cabin and Jack. She had the feeling Jack wouldn’t have stayed if he’d come to the Milners with her. He didn’t seem like the type to stay and make a home, become part of a family. Even though she was young, she had begun to wonder the same thing. Had she been ruined by the harsh things she’d been through? If she’d stayed on her own, having to survive in the harshness of the world, would she become a different person?—mean and deceptive? Only out for herself? Like the men that attacked her in the cabin? Whatever the answers may be, they didn’t matter. She did find the Milners, and she was now living with a loving family. Life had become as normal as it was going to get and she was fine with it staying the way it was forever. 

Upon reaching the river, she set up her fishing pole and tossed the lure in. She plopped down, feeling free, almost weightless. It felt good to be away from the house and away from Renny. The minute he left she’d felt as if a great pressure had left her body, only to be replaced by concern for George. The man was incredibly self-sufficient and able to take care of himself. She knew she didn’t have to worry about him, but did anyway. Getting away from the house and fishing was a way of removing herself and letting time pass without staring at the walls waiting for George to come home. 

Around the time the sun started its descent onto the other side of noon, Riley headed home. She’d come to the realization that she’d had so much happen to her in her young life. She was able to spend some of her alone time thinking about the past and the people in it. She needed more than to just be able to think about them and the things she went through, she needed another outlet. 

On her walk back to the house, she had a revelation, however small it might be. A solution that might aid in her troubles in dealing with life, and a rather easy one at that. One she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of sooner. She would start keeping a journal. Not daily or weekly, but a journal for whenever the need arose to write. Simply thinking of the idea had brightened her outlook on the days ahead. It would be the therapy that would help her gauge her days and relive her past without the messiness of fading images and lost scenes. 

She reached the edge of the forest and crossed into the yard when a gut-wrenching scream froze her in place. It had come from inside the house. She dropped her things, ignoring the bucket of fish as it fell over. With the rifle slung over her shoulder, she ran. 

As she sprinted toward the house a million images flooded her mind like a burst damn. Had someone been hurt? Was Renny back? Had George been injured? Was Eric okay? 

She needed to think, to stick to the contingency plan that George had set up for his family to follow in case of an emergency. Another scream erupted and Riley new it was Joanne’s. Goosebumps popped over her flesh like some alien disease. The scream was filled with anguish. Joanne was in trouble. 

Fighting the urge to run straight into the house, she went to the feed trunk under the back porch. One of the keys was kept nearby under a rock. She grabbed the key and undid the lock. She lifted the lid, removed the dummy bags of grain, and revealed rifles, handguns and ammo. 

She grabbed a Glock 19 and two fifteen-round clips. Riley found the gun easy to shoot, its frame small, and the recoil slight compared to her .38, which was heavy and powerful. She tucked the gun into the back of her pants and fished out a set of keys from a hook inside the bin. 

The basement was kept locked, but the set of keys she now had were backups for the house. Before opening the basement door, she closed and locked the bin’s lid. 

With slightly shaking hands, she slid the key into the lock and turned it slowly. The mechanism clanged loudly, making her wince. Pulling the door open, she looked into pitch blackness with only a sliver of light slicing into the gloom. 

As she stepped into the basement, her pulse only quickened. Sweat dotted her skin as if she’d spent time in a sauna, her clothes glued to her body. She’d been in the basement numerous times and knew the layout. Going in blind was a different thing, but she felt confident she could maneuver well enough without causing herself injury. She’d left the door open a crack, but with the deck overhead, not much direct sunlight came through. Realizing an open door might give her away, she closed it. What little light she had was now gone, leaving her in a world of complete darkness. She needed illumination of some kind.

Along the wall to the right, in the far corner, was George’s workbench. Hanging on hooks, amongst other items, were flashlights. 

Using her hands as guides, Riley crept along the cool, but abrasive cinder block wall. She moved slowly, not wanting to knock anything over, and shuffled her feet inches at a time. About halfway across the room, she stopped upon hearing a moan. She squinted foolishly, not seeing a thing in the dark. The moaning came again from somewhere in the gloom. Something was in the basement with her. Was someone tied up? Dazed? Then the image of what accompanied moaning entered her mind as clear as if a spotlight had shown upon it—the undead. 

Had zombies entered the house, one making its way into the basement? Maybe George had tossed it down there until he had time to deal with it. Or maybe someone was tied up, the others upstairs taken hostage? 

“George?” she whispered. “Is that you?” The moaning only seemed to grow louder. Riley’s fears increased with her pulse. “Joanne? Eric?” 

The sound of shoes clomping against the concrete floor began to emanate from within the gloom. She needed that flashlight. Whoever it was wasn’t bound and they were getting closer. The moaning was hurried now, as if the thing or person were eager. It couldn’t be a zombie, could it? She tried to calm herself, inhaling deep breaths through her nostrils and trying to pick up the odor of death. She smelled nothing out of the ordinary except the familiar odor of basement. 

She began walking again, her pace quickening. The unknown thing’s footsteps grew more rapid, the moaning at its highest octave now. She banged her knee into something hard and metal. She bit down, clenching her teeth together to avoid crying out in pain. Feeling around the object, she realized it was a tool chest with drawers. Riley’s heart jumped. She remembered seeing a small yellow flashlight in one of the drawers, she just couldn’t remember which one. She wouldn’t need to reach the workbench. Using her shaky hands, she felt for the drawer handles, pulling one open. The footsteps had stopped, but the moaning remained as incessant as ever. 

Riley felt around inside the first drawer. Her fingers came into contact with multiple steel items, like cold phalanges, making her want to yank her hand away. She discarded the thought like expired meat, picturing the tools for what they were, metal instruments. 

Feeling around in the second drawer, she cried out, jerking her hand back. Something had stung her. Needing the flashlight, she began searching through the drawer again, finding what had bit her—a hacksaw blade. Continuing on, she finally felt something hard and made of plastic. One end was larger than the rest. 

She grabbed the item, feeling for the switch along the handle and found it, hesitating. The basement had grown quiet, the moaning ceased. Holding the flashlight in her right hand, she slid the switch forward with her thumb. Blinding light shot forth, illuminating the red tool chest. Then from what sounded to be a few feet to her left, came the moaning again, loud as ever. Her nostrils filled with the metallic odor of copper. She held back the urge to gag, knowing well the smell of fresh blood. 

Panning the flashlight to the left, its beam came into contact with George’s face. “George,” she said, her voice filled with joy. She felt a wave of relief, like a refreshing breeze, fall over her. 

George stood still, his mouth agape. He had no reaction to Riley calling him. The man didn’t shield his eyes from the light either, hadn’t blinked. Upon closer examination, Riley noticed his eyes seemed to glow. As if smacked upside her head, she began backing away, head shaking. “No,” she mumbled. “No.” His skin was pale, too pale to have life within it. She brought the light down to George’s chest and saw a large, gaping hole where flesh should’ve been. He’d been shot, up close, with a shotgun, a 12 gauge from the looks of the damage. 

The zombie reached out, his face grimacing into a snarl of anger. Her brain was misfiring, stuck. She didn’t want to comprehend what her heart already knew: George had fallen and was now a member of the undead. His hand brushed her cheek, landing on her shoulder. She screamed at the top of her lungs and jumped back, slamming into the wall. 

Although it had been awhile, Riley, like a trained attack dog, went into survival mode, the means by which had kept her alive for so long during her time in the cabin and on the road. She no longer associated the zombie with George. The man she had grown to know as a father was dead. She brought her leg up and kicked out using the wall as leverage. She hit the zombie in the stomach and knocked it back a few feet. The corpse acted as if nothing had happened and came forward, ready for its meal. 

She dove sideways as the zombie reached for her. She hit the floor, her rifle sliding off her shoulder and clattering against cement. She turned, aiming the flashlight up and finding the zombie’s head while pulling the Glock out from behind her. Riley, ambidextrous, held the gun in her left hand. She lined up the gun with the zombie’s head and pulled the trigger. She hardly noticed the loud bang, as if she’d gone somewhat deaf. The only thing she concentrated on was the small dot that appeared in the thing’s forehead, directly between its eyes. Gore exploded from the back of its head and she saw the glow leave its eyes. Breathing heavy, her insides running the gamut of emotions, she watched as the undead George fell out of the flashlight’s beam. 

She closed her eyes, not for the need to be in darkness, for she already was, but for the need to leave the outside world if only for a moment. George’s face came to the forefront of her mind before quickly becoming pale, gaunt and zombie-like. Using the muscles around her already shut eyes, she squeezed them tighter hoping to remove the ghastly image of undead George. She opened her mouth, letting out a shaky breath, and kept her eyes closed until her mind was clear. In and out—deep, long breaths like when she had to take a distance shot. 

Focused, realizing she would have time to mourn later, she asked herself what the hell was going on. Why was he in the basement? Why, when he’d been killed, had the bastards left him able to come back? And where was everyone else? As much as she needed the questions answered, they wouldn’t magically come to her. She opened her eyes, mind focused on survival, on killing. It was time to move. The people she loved were in danger. 

She moved around the dead zombie, and headed toward the stairs leading to the kitchen. As she reached the staircase, she heard the doorknob turn and she leaped back, turning the flashlight off. Bright, overpowering light cut the darkness away as the door opened. “Who’s down there?” a male voice asked. Riley stood statuesque. The man upstairs let out a chuckle. “Guess you found a little surprise, eh, little girl?” 

Her shoulders tensed. They knew about her and the fact that she was downstairs. Then it hit her like a hammer to the head—Renny. He was how they knew about her. Had to be. That son-of-a-bitch. She had been right about him. 

“We’ve got your mother and brother and if you don’t come up here unarmed, I’ll be sending them down to you just like your daddy.” 

Riley’s mind filled with indecision. George was dead and not just killed, but allowed to become a zombie. Surely whoever had done it would do it again to Joanne and Eric. Riley couldn’t let that happen. She could simply surrender, giving the bastards what they wanted and hopefully save the others. But these were evil people she was dealing with. They couldn’t be trusted and for all she knew, as much as she didn’t want to think about it, Joanne and Eric might already be dead. Riley came forward a few steps, remaining in shadow. 

“Guess she wants company,” the man said. 

Riley wondered who the man was speaking to and how many hostiles were present. Taking two quick, reaffirming breaths, she jumped in front of the staircase, aimed upward and fired two shots. The man at the top was a silhouette, but she heard him grunt and stumble backward. There was no way she’d missed at that range. He collapsed to the floor like a sack of grain. She dove back into the gloom, Joanne’s voice echoing in her ears. 

“Run, Riley, run!” the woman shouted. Riley heard a loud slap and then Joanne’s voice was no more. 

She bit down, nostrils flaring like a charging bull’s. Using the flashlight, she ran over to the rear basement door. Without thinking, she flung it open. Two men, both scraggly and smelling foul, stood before her. The one closest to her had crazed eyes and a messy, uneven beard with pieces of food in it. He grinned, revealing an almost toothless smile. His eyes bore into Riley the same way the men in the cabin had. The second man stood just behind the first. He was a foot taller and wore dark sunglasses. His head was shaved and he had tattoos all over his arms. Both men had matching cut-off jean vests as if they belonged to the same organization. 

Crazy Eyes reached for her, seemingly naive that a small girl could pose such a threat. She stepped back, raised the rifle and shot the man in his bulging gut. He gripped at the entrance wound, gushing blood, and fell forward—his face bewildered, eyes wide and mouth agape. 

The tall man charged, stepping on the downed man’s back, and whipped out a machete. Bringing it high, he swung it forward, his face a contortion of rage. Riley ducked, the attack missing. With her weapon pointed upward, she fired, hitting the man in the shoulder. He howled in pain. She saw a large chunk of flesh was missing, but the arm with the machete was still untouched. The man readied another swing, but Riley shoved her weapon further upward, the barrel connecting under the man’s chin, and pulled the trigger. The arm holding the machete went limp as the man’s brains exploded from the top of his head. 

Immediately, she lay with her back up against the wall to the side of the door. She heard the man’s body collapse and then waited, listening for movement. 

Peering out of the doorway, she heard the creaking of wood from the porch above, followed by footsteps coming down the basement stairs. Riley stepped outside. 

Looking up, she saw the shadows of people, some motionless, others moving. The deck was made from two–by-four pieces of wood. Aiming at the shadow closest to her, she fired twice before moving to the next. Screams of pain filled her ears as the bullets bit into them like angry bees on steroids. “Inside,” one of the men said. The other shadows began moving toward the house, the sound like a small stampede. “That little bitch,” said another. 

Riley couldn’t help but grin. She was different now—a hunter looking for prey. They’d underestimated her. With her back hugging the wall of the house, she popped out the rifle’s clip. Feeling the weight, she guessed she had about ten shots left, plus the remaining five in the Glock. Reaching into her pocket, she began loading the weapon’s clip with additional bullets. She’d gotten ten more rounds in and decided that was enough. The clip held thirty, but she didn’t want to get caught with an unloaded gun if someone came from the basement or around the corner. 

The air was still, free from wind or insect noise or bird chatter. The gunshots and death screams had silenced all. Riley was a machine, a killing phantasm of death. The people who were stalking her, and who may or may not have hurt Joanne and Eric, had to pay. Had to die. This new, death-infested zombie world was filled with scum, the lowest form of society. Was the world this way before the zombies? Her father had spoken of better times—peace and prosperity. How could people, just because there was no formal law, allow their society to crumble so easily? Were only the evil ones left? The good far and few in number? Everyone was now the enemy and the enemy had to die. Riley needed to make room for more of the virtuous and that meant lessening the wickedness. 

She heard footsteps coming from the basement. The fools were noisy, careless. Her position wasn’t great. She was out in the open with nothing to hide behind. She continued along the wall, quick and steady. Her pulse was relaxed, her breathing coming in controlled breaths. 

Reaching the house’s corner, she glanced around the edge. The area was clear. Just as she made it around to the side, she heard the men exit from the basement doorway. “She’s not here,” one whispered to the other. They were pathetic. 

She was even more of a target now, with no deck above her. Anyone coming around the front or back or peeking over the railing of the deck would have a clear shot. But she needed to keep moving, needed to take chances to improve her position. 

The tree line stood a good twenty feet away from the side of the house. She ran toward the front of the house and looked around the corner. Motorcycles, ten in total, were parked in the driveway. Riley wondered if maybe Renny had been telling the truth about a gang. Were these the same people that had chased him? Or was he a member? She needed Renny to be a member. She called upon the hate inside her, needing someone to blame. 

Without hesitation, she sprinted toward the woods. Her heart sped up and it seemed for a moment that she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. Fear, for the first time entered her mind. She hadn’t liked it, hadn’t wanted it, but it came nonetheless as she waited for the inevitable pain of a bullet to strike her down. 

She made it to the forest unscathed, kneeling down behind a tree. Not as much cover as the bushes, but the thick trunk proved much better armor than twigs and leaves. Looking toward the house, she saw the men come around the corner—guns at the ready—like kids jumping out to scare their friends. 

“Where’d she go?” one man said. The other man glanced around nervously. 

An obese man with a patch over his right eye appeared on the deck, holding a handgun. Riley wouldn’t have to worry too much about him—handguns were not very accurate for long range shooting. “Find her,” he commanded. “She couldn’t have gotten far.” 

Now was her chance to lessen the odds. She had three men in range. Aiming at one of the men on the ground, she fired. The man’s head exploded as if a cherry bomb had been inside it, leaving a watermelon-like splatter against the house’s siding. As his limp body began to fall, Riley had already sighted the guy next to him. His head exploded in similar fashion. 

The man on the deck began firing in her direction, missing by a large margin. Another man joined him, but he had a rifle. Instead of resting his arm on the railing to get a better bead on his target, he began firing from a standing position. The shots went wide. 

Focus had been on the man with the handgun, but she moved her sights to the guy with the rifle and blasted a hole in his neck. He fell away, hands around his throat, blood seeping through his fingers like melted ice cream. 

Riley saw the man with the eye patch turn to run away. She fired prematurely, greedy to get off a shot, but missed. The railing took the bullet, splintering into slivers. 

She needed to move her position and took off running through the forest, working her way over downed logs and around trees with ease, as if the forest was her home. The best location for more carnage would be to position herself in the woods behind the house. She would have a clear view of the deck and any unfortunate soul who was on it. 

She crept forward, moving carefully, avoiding twigs and other noise-producing objects as best as possible. Soon she found herself behind a thick maple just within the tree line. As she predicted, she had a wonderful view of the back deck and the surrounding yard. Focusing on the people on the deck, her shoulders slumped. 

“Okay, little girl,” the obese man on the deck said. He had the same denim vest as the others, but he was twice the size of the other men. His head was shaved and he wore a goatee that came to his chest. He was holding Joanne in front of him, a gun to her head. “You’ve impressed me. But now it’s time to give up.” Two men stood to either side of him like sentries. They scanned the forest, but by the looks of them, they had no idea where she was. “Surrender or your mother dies.” 

Of course Joanne wasn’t her mother, but Riley had come to think of her as one. Joanne had been kind, taking her in. Clothed and fed her. Surrendering was something Joanne wouldn’t want her to do. She would tell her to run. But there was more than just Joanne to worry about. What about Eric? He was only a child. This was the trouble with having loved ones in her life in this hateful, forsaken world. They could be used against her. Make her weak. She could easily take Joanne out, ending the situation completely. They’d probably rape and kill her anyway and Riley would be doing her a favor. But deep down, she knew she wouldn’t be able to. 

Riley had finally found a home, a place were she belonged and was loved. These brutal bastards had ruined everything. Why would someone want to destroy something so precious and hard to find in this ugly world? Where did the need to hurt and kill others come from? 

She began to wonder if the zombies were the more advanced race. They never attacked each other. Were they the evolution of the human race? The need to kill each other removed? If everyone was a zombie, there’d be no more fighting or worrying or death. Just mindless wandering. Zombies never fought against each other, never backstabbed or argued. Maybe they were nature’s way of cleaning up the human mess. The idea was almost funny. Either way, the men holding Joanne and Eric had to die. 

Riley raised her rifle, aimed at the man standing to the right of Joanne and fired. The crack of the rifle was loud in the silence, echoing off the back of the house like a crack of thunder. The man’s head jerked back from the bullet’s impact, sending his body into the sliding glass door and shattering it into tiny fragments. 

The sentry on the other side of Joanne crouched low, looking around frantically and clearly not knowing where the shot came from. 

The large man holding Joanne backed inside the house through the shattered doorway, obscuring himself in shadow, but leaving Joanne’s form visible. “You think you can take me on and win?” the large man yelled. “Remember, bitch, this is on you.” 

Riley watched as a knife appeared in the man’s hand. He placed the tip against Joanne’s skull just above her temple and dragged the blade down. Joanne screamed in pain as blood covered the woman’s face. Riley grimaced, clenching her jaw to keep from crying out. She took aim down the barrel of her gun, trying to get a bead on the bastard but he was hidden in gloom. 

Moving her gaze to the sentry on the left, she fired, dropping the man instantly like a piece of dead weight. Joanne screamed again as the man sunk the knife into her thigh. “I can spend all day carving this bitch up,” the big man hollered. Riley fired a couple of close warning shots just above the man’s shadowed form. She heard him yell before disappearing into the house. A second later Eric appeared in the doorway, a knife to his throat. “The kid dies if you don’t come forward now.” 

She couldn’t watch Eric die. Who knew what they might do, but she couldn’t have that on her conscience. He was only a child, had a whole future ahead of him. He was one of the good guys and the world needed more of those. Resigned to her fate, Riley raised the rifle above her head and walked forward, out of the forest and into the backyard. 

“Toss the gun away, bitch,” the large man’s voice demanded. She did as told. Four men, including the large one, came bustling out of the house. They all descended the stairs leading from the deck to the yard, guns trained on Riley. They weren’t underestimating her anymore. Eric was being dragged by one of the others now. 

When they finally reached her, the big man grinned as he approached. Unlike the other men, he had a full set of teeth, yellowed like corn, but still present. “All this death caused by a little child. Amazing.” He seemed genuinely impressed. Riley, hands behind her back, gripped the Glock. The group of men separated, two walking apart to get around her while the big man and another stood in front of her. The big man reached back to slap her, but she ducked, withdrew the Glock and blew a hole in the man’s groin. Pivoting the weapon, she fired at the man holding Eric and put two holes in his chest before something hard cracked her upside the head. She fell, as if in slow motion, and the world around her fell away too. 

She awoke on the living room couch. Her arms were tied behind her back. Eric was bound and gagged next to her. Looking up, she saw what she needed to see, the fuel that would help her to survive—the face of the man that ruined everything—Renny. 

“Thanks for that,” he said to Riley. “I hated Tiny, the big guy whose pecker you blew off.” He let out a chuckle. “He was always breaking my balls and you just upped me in the chain of command. Would have killed him myself, but that’s frowned upon these days with numbers so hard to replace.” 

Riley hardly heard the words that were spoken to her. A rage, like the darkest, nastiest hate, was building inside her. She seethed, trying her best to keep from showing it, but her eyes couldn’t lie. 

“That’s it, girl. I can see it in your eyes. You’re a little firecracker, a demon of death.” He paced back and forth in front of her like a drill sergeant. “You’re just pissed because I fooled you. All of you. I fed you line after line of bullshit and you ate it up like it was pie.” The man was patting himself on the back, showing off in front of the others. If only Riley had followed him to his car with George and killed him.

“Where’s my mother?” Riley asked. 

“Don’t worry about her,” Renny said, glancing at the other men. “She’ll be fine. If I was you, I’d worry about yourself.” Riley knew there was no point in talking further. She would need to save her strength. A time would come when escape would present itself and she needed to be as well rested as possible. “We’ll be leaving soon. Going to take you to the compound and introduce you to the Hag.” He started laughing and the others joined in. 

She didn’t like the sound or the feeling she got from the laughter. And what the hell was the Hag? She kept quiet and turned to look at Eric. The hardness inside her crumbled like a cookie. Tears were streaming down his cheeks and his face was scarlet. She moved closer to him in an attempt to console and comfort him. It was all she could do for now. 


Chapter Nine

Sisters of Life

Riley and Eric were placed on the back of motorcycles and driven to the gang’s compound in the city of Poughkeepsie. Joanne was still nowhere to be seen when they left the house and Riley could only hope that she was still alive. To her surprise, neither she nor Eric were blindfolded during the ride, allowing her to pay careful attention to the surroundings and a way home. 

Once inside the city, the streets the gang traveled through were secure, walled in by stacks of old cars and fencing. The wall was clearly makeshift, but it seemed solid and impenetrable for the purpose it served—to keep out the undead. Barbed wire lined the top of the walls, giving the long corridor-like streets a prison feel. 

A little ways into the city, the bikers pulled into a parking garage. Eric was taken into the accompanying building, leaving Riley with Renny and some others. She’d wanted to lunge for Eric, grab him and stop them from taking him, but she knew it was pointless and would only lead to pain. She had to keep quiet, reveal nothing of her intentions to the enemy, but deep inside her soul she knew she’d find and rescue him. Her exterior may have shown nothing, like a blank painter’s canvas, but inside Riley was wracked with anxiety and finding it difficult to remain stoic. She’d done so for Eric, but now that she was alone she did it for herself, not wanting to give the bastards any satisfaction. But the thought of never seeing Eric again almost caused her to cry out and run after him. To keep harping on such terrible thoughts would only lead to her downfall. 

After her binds were removed, she was led across the parking garage to a dented and dusty black limousine. Renny was inside, Riley having seen the bastard enter the stretched vehicle. 

The car’s interior was black as night. “Don’t be afraid little one,” a deep voice said. “Come easily or hard, your choice.” Taking a reassuring breath, she stepped forward and entered the limo. 

Inside, the air smelled of old cigar smoke. The ceiling cloth was torn in places and the leather seats were inundated with cracks. A burly man, with a neatly trimmed beard and tattoos covering his bald head, sat across from Riley. Renny sat beside the large man, clearly his subordinate. “What happened to Tiny?” the man asked. 

“Little Miss Killer here blew his dick off,” Renny answered. The man stared at Riley, his eyes penetrating like steel daggers. A chill fell over her. She’d seen eyes like his before. They were the eyes of a maniac. The man was the unpredictable type, a loose cannon. A man that seemed calm on the outside, but at any minute could erupt like a volcano. She readied herself for a blow, but none came. He simply smiled and said loudly to the driver, “Let’s go.” This large man was clearly the leader of this rag-tag group of scum. 

They drove out of the garage and continued down the street Riley had come in on. She could see small gaps in the crude wall, places where the undead were standing and reaching through to grab a morsel of flesh. She hadn’t expected it and her face must’ve showed a sign of surprise because the big man spoke. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “They can’t get through, but in case their numbers grow too large we like to have places to shoot through and thin the herd, lessening their numbers. But like cockroaches and mice, they come back with what seems to be twice the number.” 

Finally, after a short ride, the limo came to a halt. Riley glanced out of the window. The street dead-ended in front of a large apartment building. 

“I still say it’s a waste to let this one go,” Renny said, eyeing Riley with contempt. 

“It’s what the Hag wants,” the large man said. “We keep our end of the bargain, they keep theirs and everyone wins.” 

“Still…” Renny began, but was cut off by the large man’s upraised hand. 

The limousine’s door opened. “After you,” the large man said to Riley, motioning politely with his thick arm. 

She exited the vehicle, the driver eyeing her suspiciously as he held the door open. Looking around, she noticed how incredibly clean the building appeared. When compared to the rest of the city, it almost seemed to sparkle with purity. The sidewalk in front lay unblemished and without trash or debris, unlike the rest of the city. 

A woman was sweeping the steps in front of the building. Riley gasped at the sight of her. She had no eyes, only blackened and hollowed-out holes. But even more shocking was how the woman moved, as if she did have eyes to see. 

“Move it,” Renny ordered her. 

Riley walked up the stairs, the blind woman moving aside to let her pass. 

Inside, the entrance hall was a large empty space with no tables or chairs. No decorations on the walls. “This way, girly,” Renny barked, walking her to a room just on the right. “Think you got off easy, do you?” He laughed. “Well, we’ll see about that.” He went to leave and Riley spoke. 

“I’m going to kill you,” she told him. For a moment the man looked startled, then said, “Sweetie, you wont even remember who I am soon.” With that he exited the room, shutting the door behind him. 

The room had a soft, plush sofa seemingly in decent shape. A candle burned on an elegant looking metal table next to the far wall. The air had the pleasant scent of lilacs and honey. The room had a single window covered with mesh grating, making any thought of escaping out of it futile. Riley checked the door and found it locked. With nothing left to do but wait, she sat down on the sofa and began cataloging everything she’d seen so far, making sure to remember the smallest details for they may aid in her escape. 

The doorknob squeaked, startling her from deep inner thought. The door opened slowly as if by a gentle wind. Her pulse quickened. She swallowed, feeling a lump in her throat, and clenched the fabric of the sofa to keep from shaking. 

An elderly woman entered the room, trailed by two younger women—both having large, protruding stomachs making their skinny frames seem even frailer. Riley gasped aloud when she focused on their heads. All three women were eyeless. Ugly, gaping black holes where eyes should have been, like the woman Riley saw outside sweeping. The old woman’s face was badly wrinkled, prune-like. She wore a shawl over her head, white hair showing from either side of her neck. The other women wore white, hooded robes tied at the waist with a purple sash. 

“Welcome to the Sisterhood of Life,” the old woman said. “Come to me, child.” Her tone was tender, but filled with a hidden menace that made the woman appear affectionate and dangerous at the same time. Riley didn’t move. “Don’t be frightened child. Come here.” 

What madness had she been thrust into? Not wanting the situation turning hostile, Riley realized she’d have to be pliable. She got up from the couch and approached the three women. 

“You smell wonderful,” the old woman said almost gleefully. “Almost ripe and ready.” 

Riley cringed at the words ripe and ready. What the hell did that mean? The old woman reached out to grab her, but she quickly backed away. “Help our friend out, ladies,” the woman said. 

The two young women stepped forward with lightning speed and grasped Riley by the wrists. She struggled to get away, but each woman’s grip held firm as if they were made of iron. The women were strong, their size misleading. 

The old woman shot out her arm and grabbed Riley by the throat. “That’s better, dear. You’ll have to learn our ways, that’s all.” The old woman released her hold and let her fingers trace the contours of Riley’s face. 

Riley grimaced, wanting to let out a cry of disgust as the woman’s cold, bony fingers caressed her skin, but held it in. When the woman was done seeing Riley’s face, she used both hands and squeezed her arms and shoulders as if testing for freshness. Like a young school girl, the old woman giggled. “You are perfect. We’ve been waiting for one like you for some time.” 

“Like me?” Riley asked, taken aback. 

“A new breed of human. You’re not like the rest of us.” The woman was crazy. “You’re pure and redesigned. Death has taken you and spit you back. This world doesn’t apply to you like the rest of us.” The woman paused. She reached down, lifted Riley’s shirt and put a hand across her stomach. Again, Riley fought the urge to cringe. “Soon, you’ll be ready. You’re of adolescence still.” 

“I’m a child.” 

“Yes, but soon you’ll be of age and serve our community well, adding powerful new life.” 

Riley’s brain wrapped itself around the woman’s words. What did she mean? Glancing down, she saw the women’s extended bellies and then she knew. They wanted her for breeding purposes. The two blind women were pregnant and the old woman wanted Riley to become like them. 

“Wait, what’s going on here?” Riley asked, but it was for naught, because she already knew. Joanne had explained the birds and the bees to her, as did her father before he died. 

“Take her to her room,” the old woman said. 

“Wait,” Riley said, beginning to resist the ladies’ pull. “What’s going on and where’s my brother?” 

No one answered her questions and the two young women dragged Riley out of the room. Deciding to go along, fighting proving to be useless, she went willingly with them. 

They took her up two flights of stairs before traveling down a hallway with numerous closed doors on either side. 

As she passed the third door, a female voice cried out, followed by screams. Passing the next room, she heard a woman moaning, but the sound wasn’t filled with hurt, but pleasure. 

Riley was amazed at how well the women leading her moved. They neither hesitated nor stumbled around objects or up the stairs. It was as if they truly did have eyes to see with. This only added to her growing sense of uneasiness. She would need to find a way out of this freakville, and fast. 

She was taken to a room at the end of the hall. Once inside, the steel-barred door—prison-like—was closed and locked. The room was bare, except for two beds and a dresser. On one of the beds sat a young lady, and to Riley’s relief, she had eyes and was reading a book. 

The young woman had thick, wavy hair that ran past her shoulders. Her skin was chalky white, and the bags under her eyes said that she hadn’t slept in days. Riley thought she looked like a zombie, but without the milky, dead eyes and purple veins running along her skin. She might even have been beautiful at one time, but now she looked haggard and tired. She looked up when Riley entered the center of the room. 

“They got you too?” the young woman asked. 

“I was brought here by some men,” Riley answered. She took a seat on the bed opposite the woman. “My name’s Riley.” 

“Jen,” the young woman said, holding out a hand. Riley reached out and shook it. 

“What is this place?” she asked.

“The Sisters’ House, but I call it Hell.” 

“The place is so clean and well taken care of.” 

“Oh, the place is immaculate, germ free and clean, but it’s all bullshit. They keep it clean to lessen the chance of disease for the pregnant women.” 

“What goes on here?” Riley was almost afraid to ask. 

“The building belongs to the Sisters of Life. They’re a sick and demented religious organization that believe the Earth is now the Devil’s property. Zombies are nothing more than Satan’s soldiers sent to cleanse the land. It’s up to the faithful to bring God back to Earth with a new breed of people.” 

Riley hadn’t known what to expect, but it sounded along the lines of what she could guess. Some crazy shit by another group of demented assholes. The world was truly worse than she had thought. The mindless killing was bad enough, but this place of human incubation was downright evil. 

“There’s water and bread over on the dresser if you want. It’s not drugged or anything so don’t worry.” 

Riley grabbed the pitcher of water, poured herself a glass and sat down on the unoccupied bed. Jen continued her story and Riley listened, putting every word to memory. 

The men that had brought Riley to the apartment worked in conjunction with the Sisters of Life. The old lady was the Queen, but was more commonly referred to as the Hag. All females brought in that could become pregnant are brought to the Hag and given living quarters. The men are given carnal visitations, raping them over and over every day until the woman takes with child. Then the woman is housed and fed and kept comfortable until the baby arrives before the process is repeated. By then most women are brainwashed and become willing members of the Sisters of Life. 

The babies are then raised to serve in the gang’s army, becoming faithful soldiers to the cause; or they become Sisters, raised and bred with no fuss. 

“What’s the deal with the eyes?” Riley asked. 

“To keep the Sisters from becoming zombies when they die. And to keep anyone from running away.” 

Riley had thought she’d seen the worst of the world but this new tale was awful, something from a demented nightmare. How could anyone let this happen? Taking out eyes and impregnating women? Raising an army? She would have been better off if she was captured by the army men back in Roscoe. “I’ve got to get out of here.” 

“Impossible,” Jen said. “No one has ever escaped. At least that’s what I’m told from speaking with others.” Jen got up, went over to the window and looked out. “Occasionally, if a high-ranking member of the gang fancies a female in the Sisterhood, he can have her live with him.” Jen turned to look at Riley, her face somber. “That’s the only way out of here.” 

“What happens to the women who can’t conceive?” 

Jen laughed. “They’re brought to live in the whorehouse. It’s filled with women of all ages, mostly older. They become the gang’s property to do as they please with. Most of them become sex slaves, repeatedly beaten and raped. Some are killed for sport.” 

Riley swallowed hard. If Joanne was alive, that’s where they must’ve taken her. She was probably too old to be a Sister. 

Riley got up off the bed and stood next to a defeated-looking Jen. She whispered, “Together, we can find a way out of here. They’re blind, after all.” 

Jen shuffled away from Riley, as if disgusted. “Don’t talk like that. They may be blind, but they see better in here than you and me. Have you seen the way they move?” 

“I noticed,” Riley said, her voice low. “It was frightening how neither woman hesitated with me as we traveled the stairs and hallways.” 

“They know this place better without eyes. They can hear better than us too. They’re probably listening to us now.” 

Riley sat on the bed, her legs feeling weak. “We’ve got to try something.” 

Jen sat across from her, seeming angered. “Why? What’s out there,” she pointed to the window, “in the world that’s so great I’d risk my ass for it?” 

Riley was taken aback. “Your freedom,” she said, plainly. 

“The world is dead,” Jen said, her face contorted in anger. “A wasteland for the dead or dying. At least this place offers safety and food. And a feeling of belonging.” 

Riley was beginning to feel as if Jen had already joined the Sisters, mentally. She had seemed normal enough when Riley first talked to her, but now it seemed like the woman was trying to convince Riley that it was better here. “But they rape women and they’ll take your eyes. And do you really want to carry one of their babies, raised to believe this nonsense?” 

Jen stared at Riley with icy, hate-filled eyes. 

“You’re already pregnant?” Riley asked, her eyes wide with shock. “Aren’t you?” 

“Yes,” Jen said, smugly. “And if I wasn’t, I’d be one of the gang’s whores and living in the whorehouse or worse, dead.” 

Riley’s mouth hung open, too appalled to speak. 

“Don’t look so shocked,” Jen told her. “When I first arrived I was like you. I got used to the men. Hardly any of them really hurt you and when you’re pregnant they can’t lay a hand on you.” 

Riley couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How could anyone, let alone a building’s worth of women, let themselves become incubators for such filth? And their babies used and taught that Sisterhood or gang life was the way of the world. A child growing up in this environment would know no different. 

Jen laughed as she looked upon Riley with pity. “I guess that’s how I looked when I first arrived. It’s really not so bad here, Riley. We live in a hideous and ugly world and if losing one of my senses and being part of a new generation, one that will end the apocalypse… Well doesn’t that sound nice?” 

Riley stood up. “No. And I won’t become a part of this.” She walked over to the barred door. “You hear me? I won’t become a part of this.” 

“Not yet,” Jen said. “But you’re coming of age, aren’t you? Soon you’ll get your period.” 

Riley didn’t move from the barred door, still wrapping her fingers around the steel. But Jen was right. Riley was thirteen now. She knew about womanhood—the menstrual cycle. Girls typically got their period between twelve and thirteen years of age. Riley was a forbidden piece of fruit about ready to ripen. 

“They’ll keep you well nourished and apart from the men, wanting you in prime condition.” 

Riley walked back to the bed area. She sat down, pulling her legs up to her chest, and rolled onto her side, facing away from Jen. She had to find a way out, find Eric and Joanne and get as far away from the Sisters as possible. 


Chapter Ten

Blood 

A month went by and every day was a monotonous drone of utter boredom. There was no torture, no degradation. Riley was supplied with three meals a day plus intermittent snacks. She ate eggs, vegetables, canned goods and some form of meat, usually venison. All in all, she was treated well. 

As difficult as it was to contemplate, she understood why women eventually succumbed to the Sisters. They gave the appearance of safety, caring and community. And with the world so messed up, to put it plainly, it gave the hopeless a place to live. The Sisters of Life came across as a highly religious organization and that following their ways would lead to the betterment of society. 

Riley saw it for what it was: a farce. Nothing more than brainwashing, where the weak were preyed upon. Then they were fattened up, and made ready to become an incubator. The Sisterhood wanted the women’s bodies in prime condition, both physically and mentally, for when they were to be with child. And as young as Riley was, she had hope for the world. She hadn’t in any way given up, and would take advantage of the wonderful meals she was given. Not for any future child—no, but for the energy she’d need to escape when the time presented itself. She also performed exercises daily, pushups and stretching, to keep her muscles as strong and durable as possible. 

Jen was taken away during the second week of Riley’s stay and returned eyeless. She had gauze over her empty sockets and was only in the room to sleep at night. Riley had no idea where she was taken during the daytime, but Jen had completely changed since she first met her. She no longer grew upset or angry when speaking with Riley, only talking about the Sisterhood and how glorious it was to be a part of them and the new world that was to come. 

As the weeks passed, Jen’s stomach grew with child. She had become a devout worshiper of the Sisterhood and Riley no longer recognized her. Whenever the two spoke, it was always Jen doing the talking. Riley had learned that responding to the woman was pointless. Jen never replied to Riley’s comments or questions, as if Riley wasn’t even there. 

During the day, Riley was taught the teachings of the Sisterhood. Each and every word uttered during lessons was repeated by Jen at night before bed. She tried not to listen, to block her annoying roommate out with thoughts of her old life and ways to escape, but Jen’s constant preaching was too much. 

Riley understood the psychological tactics the Sisters were using—a barrage of preaching, hearing the same words over and over again. They wanted her to accept the teachings as truth. To become one of them and if that didn’t work, they would break her, driving her to crack, to go insane until she truly did believe. Either way, the Sisters got what they wanted. 

She would have none of it, but recognized the need to deceive the Sisters. She had to act, pretending to believe their words, which is why she paid careful attention during lessons, learning the rules and the ways of the Sisterhood. 

Riley dressed in a white, hooded robe like the other Sisters, but wore a red sash around her waist indicating that she was not yet at the age of womanhood and that no man could lay with her. She had no idea how the women kept track of color, but they managed without mistake. 

She was inspected every day for her period. A Sister would feel her pubis area for moisture before bringing her fingers to her nose to smell for blood. The task was embarrassing and Riley had struggled at first, but soon the physical intrusion became as routine as eating. 

Because she still had the use of her eyes, Riley was given a bible to read. Many of the pages had been torn out, leaving certain passages which she was to memorize. Blind Sisters were taught verbally. 

She was hardly ever permitted to leave her room, the only occasions being for lessons—another psychological torture ploy. It was a good thing she had many memories and a strong mind to keep her sane. 

As the weeks became months, Jen was removed from the room and taken somewhere else to live. Riley never saw her again. 

Needing something to pass the time, she dove into the literature. She was more alone than she’d ever been and felt as if her spirit was fading. It was all part of the Sisters’ way to get one to break. She knew this and understood the need to remain focused, strong willed, but still she felt herself crumbling at times. The need to give up was strong. 

Using her father’s words and all that he had taught her, along with the need to find Eric and Joanne and reunite with them, Riley was able to stay sane and focused. 

She had come close to falling apart, crying for days, wishing she could die. But she had to endure whatever the Sisters did to her. Use the time to find a way out as impossible as the idea seemed. At times, when she felt the room spinning and her body aching with despair, she would bite down on her tongue, letting the pain ground her to the world she knew and realizing she wanted to stay a part of it. The coppery taste of her own blood reminded her how human she was and that she needed to not only escape this place, but to destroy it. Burn it to the ground and make sure no more women were brought here. 

The few times she was allowed to leave her room, she studied the hallways and exits. Most were chained off; the building’s entranceway the only unchained door, but obviously locked. Sentries were stationed throughout the building on every floor, at each end of the hallways. And because Riley was special she always had a guard outside of her door. 

For the time being, she used her mind to leave her room by staring out of her window and imagining herself walking on the street below and feeling the air against her skin, adding the fresh scent of pine and maple as if she were in the countryside. The mesh grating obscured the view, making it difficult at times to visualize herself outside, but through her vivid imagination, she was able to overcome the annoying obstacle. Her daydreaming was never allowed to stay for long as uninvited images entered her fantasy. 

Men with guns walked the street, patrolling and checking the wall. She counted three different men each day, walking up to the apartment building before turning around and heading back the way they came. She counted out the seconds, keeping track of each sixty-second interval until the guard returned. It seemed the guards reappeared approximately every twenty to thirty minutes. That gave her a nice size window when the time came for her escape. She observed the guards’ behavior for days until she was sure of the time tables. 

Scaling the makeshift wall looked easy enough—the barbed wire appearing the most dangerous—but she’d be prepared for that too. Nothing a heavy blanket or jacket couldn’t take care of. It was the undead on the other side of the perimeter that she needed to worry about. She would need a weapon, gun preferably, and that would mean taking out a guard for his weapon. Looking out at the street again, she saw that there were no clear hiding points, no places to wait in ambush. At least none that she could see. 

She did however have a plus on her side; at least she hoped it to be true. The Hag had said she was special, one of a kind. Riley was to be the fresh new starting point for the Earth’s revival. Did that mean she was not to be harmed under any circumstances? If she escaped and an alert went out, would it be to take her alive? Unharmed? She had to believe this to be the case as the Hag had told her over and over how important she was to their survival. 

Riley had been looking out the window after eating breakfast one morning, pondering her escape, when she felt something tickle the inside of her legs. Lifting her robe, she looked down and saw blood. Panicked, she began searching the area for a wound, finally realizing where the blood was coming from. 

She knew the Sisters would be arriving at her room shortly after her first meal of the day. Using a towel, she began blotting up the blood from her thighs and cleaned the area well, but a short time later the situation was the same. She thought of herself as a roof with an un-pluggable hole in it during a rain storm. And as long as the downpour continued she would have a leak. She heard the door to her room opening. Heartbeat racing, she slid the blood-stained towel under the bed and sat up straight. 

As usual, two Sisters entered and Riley was given her usual inspection. There was nothing she could do. No way to hide her becoming a woman. She closed her eyes, feeling the Sisters intruding fingers on her. 

With a sound of urgency, the Sister said, “Get the Lady.” A few minutes later, the Hag arrived. 

“To what do I owe this morning’s pleasure of the Lady’s visit?” Riley asked, fighting the butterflies in her gut. 

The old woman sat down on the bed, facing Riley. “I hear we have great news, my young one.” Riley cringed at the woman’s contact, her hands always icy to the touch. A grin spread across the woman’s face, revealing rotted yellow teeth. “I smelt you from the moment I entered. This is indeed a glorious day.” 

“Am I ready, my Lady?” Riley asked, trying to sound sincere. 

“Yes, soon you will be, by week’s end I think.” 

The witch departed the room along with the two Sisters, leaving Riley a cloth to soak up the blood. A task she found most gruesome and disturbing. 


Chapter Eleven

Bitten

For five days, Riley bled. She was checked twice a day, the Hag eager to begin the breeding as soon as her period was over. 

“A woman’s body is prime a day or two after the menstrual cycle. You’ll begin copulation then,” the Hag told Riley. 

Riley had no idea what to expect, except that a member of the gang would come into one of the breeding rooms and have his way with her. 

Two days after the end of her period, she was escorted to a room on the first floor. The place was neat and tidy, like the rest of the complex. Lighted candles were set around the room, releasing an aroma of soothing lavender and sweet honeysuckle. Mirrors were fastened to the ceiling above the bed and headboard. The bed’s frame was made of steel and attached to each bedpost were a pair of handcuffs. Riley swallowed at the sight of them, hoping her acting skills at becoming a Sister would keep the man from using them. The room had two windows and like the others, were covered over with mesh grating. A single, windowless door stood in the room’s far corner. 

Riley was led to the bed and told to sit and wait. 

“This is the room of procreation,” one of the Sisters said. “A most holy and sanctified place.” 

“Thank you, Sister. I’ll take the Sisters’ love and all that I have learned and allow myself to be open to the bearing of a child.” 

“A bit of advice,” the Sister said. “Go with the man. Let what is to be, be. Naturally, your first time will pain you as you’ve never been with a man before. Some of these men have a rough way about them and it would do you well not to struggle. Binds are provided should your partner see fit to use them.” 

“That will not be necessary, Sister.” 

“That may be true,” the Sister responded, but the woman grabbed Riley’s wrist, locking it within one of the cuffs. “While alone and awaiting your suitor, the Hag requested that you be cuffed. Once the man enters, he may unlock you should he see fit to do so.” 

Riley tugged at the cuff, testing its strength. “But Sister, I have willingly accepted the ways of the Sisterhood. And I’m eager to bring forth the new breed of human as the Lady calls for.” She needed to get out of the cuffs to have a chance at escape. “One pure in spirit and in God’s new light.” Riley had memorized numerous scriptural passages, using them often, giving the Sisters exactly what they wanted to hear. 

The woman spoke as if she only heard half of what Riley said. “May He that has left us return to us swiftly.” 

“Yes, Sister.” 

The maidens departed from the room, the door locking behind them. 

Riley began working at the cuff, trying to slide her slender wrist from the unyielding steel, but it was no use. She could only wait. Her best chance was to have the man unlock her, then kill him and escape out the door, which appeared to lead directly to the outside. She had no weapon, but it mattered little. She was small in stature, but gigantic in heart and would let no man have his way with her. With nothing left to do, she sat, reserving her strength, waiting for the unlucky bastard who would soon meet his end. 

A few minutes passed before the doorknob squeaked. Riley’s body tensed as if she had fallen into an icy river. She heard a key entering the lock, then turn. She took deep, relaxing breaths, trying to calm her quickening heart rate. She didn’t want the person suspicious. She needed to appear willing. 

The door opened gradually, the creaking like a slow, agonizing torture upon her soul. Riley swallowed, feeling her throat tighten. She’d been in these situations before, this would be nothing new and she’d come out victorious again. She began to feel an inner heat build in her veins, starting at the center of her chest, spreading outward, down her limbs. Yes, she could do this. Kill this man and escape, run, find her family and leave this place far behind. Then she saw the face. 

Riley’s inner warmth vanished like smoke in the wind. Her eyes went wide and she began to shake. The man entering the room was Renny. 

“Well, hello, darling,” he said, grinning madly. 

Riley felt her insides churn. She wanted to throw up. This was the man that had ruined not only her life, but her family’s as well. Quickly, she focused on the hate she had for him, quelling her nerves like a match dropped in a bucket of water. She couldn’t let him see the revulsion, the utter disgust, dwelling inside of her. She needed to be even keeled, but it was near impossible, wanting nothing more than to rip off the man’s head and stomp on it until it was a pile of mush. 

“Hello, sir,” she said pleasantly. 

Renny paused. He seemed surprised. 

“You don’t remember me?” he asked, continuing slowly forward like a wary animal. 

“No, sir. All of my past life is forgotten. I am a Sister now and wish to become impregnated by your seed to carry forth the new will of the Sisterhood.” 

Renny’s eyes widened. Riley couldn’t tell if the man believed her or not. Then he began laughing. “Well, shit,” he said, loudly, his voice echoing off the walls. “I’ve seen these Sisters do some amazing things with you girls, but this is a hoot.” 

After locking the door from the inside, he came over to the bed and stood over Riley. “I was hoping you’d remember me. Would’ve made this a little more interesting.” 

“No offense, sir, but I’m here to take your seed. That’s all I care about.” 

“Is that so?” the man asked. He grabbed Riley by the cheeks, pulling her face upward to look him in the eyes. The stench of unwashed flesh and cigarette smoke assaulted her nostrils. She fought within herself to keep from gagging. Even without eyes, Riley wondered how any woman could lay with such a man. Her tongue felt heavy with his scent and she feared swallowing her saliva would cause her to vomit. His touch was revolting and not just because she hated him. He was like a slimy reptile, his eyes beady and malevolent. His teeth, the few he had left, resembled dried-up kernels of corn and looked as if he hadn’t brushed them in years. The smell of his breath was as if he shit from his mouth. 

Renny let go of Riley’s face. He removed the sheathed knife from his belt. She shivered at its wickedness, like the tooth of some vicious predator. Women weren’t supposed to be harmed, especially her. She told herself over and over that she had nothing to fear from the weapon. It was a ploy to frighten her. Renny stared at the blade, turning it over in his hands. “I could cut you, you know. Slice off little pieces of your pretty face.” Riley bit her lip to avoid showing how frightened she was. 

“Please, sir,” she said, placing her right hand to his, and stopping him from flipping the weapon. He glanced at her, his face ridged with anger. Like herself, she knew he was trying hard to restrain himself. “I’m here for you to do as you want with as long as little or no violence occurs. Those are the rules.” 

The man laughed. 

Finally, he turned and walked toward the table against the wall, placing the knife down. With his back to her, he spoke. “You’re right. But a little violence is okay and those are the rules. I maybe can’t cut you, but I can slap you around, even beat you if I want.” 

Riley felt a bitter taste enter her mouth. She didn’t know where it came from, figuring it was the manifestation of hate—her body preparing itself. 

The man walked to her, stopping a few inches from her legs. “Do you know what that is?” he asked, pointing to a spot on the wall. Riley turned her head and felt the stinging pain of Renny’s slap. 

Her body flew to the side, banging her head into the metal frame. She groaned, sitting up swiftly. Keeping her anger hidden, she looked with doe-like eyes at Renny. “I’m here to serve you, to take your seed, and make a child.” 

“Jeez,” he said in disgust. “I can’t hear any more of that crap. You’re not making this any fun and it’s turning me the fuck off.” 

She wanted to smile, having to bite her tongue to keep from doing so. “As you wish.” 

“You really are like one of them, aren’t you?” he asked, a defeated tone to his voice. 

“I am a Sister, sir.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, wiping a hand over his sweaty face. “I guess we won’t be needing these.” He removed a key from his front pocket and unlocked the handcuff. 

“Thank you, sir. I will be a willing participant.” 

The man grinned. “We’ll see about how willing you are when I tear open that tight twat of yours.” He seemed to be getting himself back on track. “That’s more like it,” he told himself, rubbing his groin. “Just ’cause you’re dead inside, don’t mean I can’t bring you back to life.” He grabbed Riley by her hair, yanking her up and off the bed. He brought her head to his face and began sniffing her hair like a dog. Riley held her breath for fear of vomiting. “I know you’re a virgin. And I’m going to enjoy being your first. They say you never forget your first and I’m going to make certain you never forget.” His grip tightened on her arms and they were shaking as if ready to explode. Riley was shoved backward, falling onto the bed. The man’s eyes were closed, his lips a thin line. His nostrils flared as he let out a slow breath, clearly trying to calm himself. She needed to change the situation before things got out of hand. 

“I need to pee before we begin,” she said. As much as Riley knew she wasn’t to be harmed, she couldn’t trust this man. He was clearly a bomb waiting to detonate. He was most likely used to beating his women, raping and cutting them. “Is this your first time with a Sister?” she asked, regretting the change of subject quickly. 

Renny looked taken aback, his face wide eyed. With a grimace of anger coming over his face, he drew back his arm and slapped her on the same cheek as before. 

She’d seen this one coming and closed her eyes. Stars, like bits of static, bloomed in front of her. Her body flew sideways, her face winding up against a pillow. She gritted her teeth, remaining still, allowing herself to calm down. Attacking the man now in an animalistic response could prove the undoing of her plan. Tears crept from her tightly closed eyes. She wiped at them quickly and sat up. 

Renny’s eyes were closed and his body was shuddering as if a demon had taken possession of him. “Damn, that felt good,” he said. Riley placed a hand to her burning cheek. Renny opened his eyes and looked at her. “Sorry about that and to answer your question, yes. This is my first time with a Sister. The boss man felt I deserved you in account of me doing such a fine job bringing all yous in.” He smiled, apparently happy with himself. Riley wanted to jump up and strangle the man at the mention of what he did to the Milners. “I don’t like willing partners, they bore me. I prefer to soften them up.” He took a step toward Riley, his fists clenched. 

She could’ve screamed and the Sisters would’ve come rushing in to protect her. But again, that would ruin her chances at escape. She needed to get to the door and leave without anyone the wiser. With bruises on her body, if she killed him and failed in her escape, she could claim self defense and possibly avoid punishment. 

“Sir,” she began. “I would really like to please you and the Sisterhood, but if you continue to hurt me, the guards will come.” 

“Not if I slit your throat, bitch.” He reached for his knife, but grabbed at empty air, apparently forgetting he’d placed it on the table. He brought his hand up to his face and began massaging his chin as if in deep thought. The air was thick with dread as his eyes bore in on Riley’s. She readied herself for another attack, her muscles tensing, but he laughed, the tension dissipating from his face immediately. 

“Take your clothes off and lay back.” 

“Sir, I have to use the bathroom.”

“I don’t give a shit. Hold it in or let it out.” 

“Please, sir. It’s important to the birthing process that I relieve myself before the act.” 

The man stutter-stepped as if struck. “Oh shit, don’t start that talk about babies again or I’ll lose my wood.” He moved aside and gestured for her to go ahead. She hesitated. “Well, get going already, I ain’t got all day.” 

Riley hopped off the bed and walked toward the bathroom. She glanced back to see the man removing his clothes. “I’m going to tear you open, split you like a log.” She turned back around and entered the bathroom, closing the door behind her. 

She’d wanted to grab the knife as she walked past the table, but it wasn’t the right time. She was going to have to take it and hide it on her person when Renny wasn’t watching. Then when he tried to take her, she’d stab him in the privates and keep him from defiling any more women. 

Riley truly did have to use the bathroom. With no running water, the building used old-fashioned outhouse-like technology. A box-like seat, made from sanded wood, was sat upon—the inside an aluminum basin—and people did their business. To keep the odor down and the chance of disease to a minimum, the basins were emptied and cleaned daily. Riley’s commode had no odor and was apparently fresh. 

After relieving herself, her chest began to thump louder. The time had come for her to make her move. Hopefully Renny was—she couldn’t believe she was thinking this—naked on the bed. Maybe the lack of clothing would help diminish the man’s power, causing him to feel weak and exposed once she brandished the weapon. She closed her eyes, picturing how the events would unfold. She repeated the images over and over in her mind until she was certain the man on the other side of the door would die, allowing her to escape. 

Riley opened the door and stepped out. The man lay on his side naked; his flaccid, lobster-colored penis exposed like some lifeless worm. It protruded from an overabundant area of curly dark hair with two sagging testicles that could’ve been dried prunes. She had never looked upon an adult male’s genitals. Renny’s reproductive area was truly ugly, something that should be kept hidden behind a zipper and cloth. She had no idea what typical penises looked like or if they were all the same, but his was hideous in appearance. Her stomach roiled as a feeling of nausea set in. She knew that any man wanting to lay with a Sister had to be checked for disease and sickness, the Hag personally taking up the task. She wondered how such a task could be performed by a blind woman, but after seeing the things the woman was capable of, she guessed anything was possible. 

“Get over here,” Renny demanded. 

Riley hesitated. From the corner of her eye she could see light gleaming off the knife’s blade as if signaling her. “I want to please you,” she said. 

“Then get over here. You being a virgin and all, I think I’ll have to steer you in the right direction.” 

“They teach us things here,” Riley said, winking. She walked toward the table where the knife lay, tracing her index finger along the blade. “How to please a man. Give him what he enjoys.” She wrapped her small fingers around the hilt. 

“Hey,” the man said, his voice wary. “Wait.” 

Riley turned around, facing her enemy. She held the knife loosely in her right hand, staring at it as if memorized. “I’ll let you use this… Well, not use, but play with this as long as you promise not to cut me.” She glanced up, keeping the blade just below her eyes. 

Renny’s eyes went wide before becoming devious-looking slits. His member began to stiffen. He was clearly becoming aroused. Riley took a few steps forward. 

“I don’t know if I could control myself,” he told her, his eyes transfixed on the weapon. 

Riley had gotten what she so desperately needed—power. She was now, however temporarily, in control. She felt a plethora of emotions: odd, wrong, dirty, wonderful. She realized then that she possessed another tool to use against her enemies. It was too difficult to stop the smirk from growing on her face, so she let it happen. “I know you’d like to place this,” she said, holding out the knife, “to my throat while you have your way with me.” She brought the blade to her neck, just under the chin. 

“They never said anything about you Sisters acting like this.” The man was practically drooling, his mouth agape, body trembling. 

Riley kept her approach slow, dragging the knife down her chest, between where the slightest hint of breasts were beginning to show. 

The man was fully erect and reached out with his hand. “Give me that before you cut yourself,” he told her. 

Still out of the man’s grasp, she said, “Like this,” and drew a thin line of red across her forearm. She glanced up after drawing blood to see the man’s tongue lolling out of his mouth like a dog. “You better take this before I really hurt myself.” 

The man reached further to take the knife. Riley ducked under his arm, swatting it aside, and lunged forward. Renny’s surprised face was almost comical, his eyes crossing as they followed the knife’s path. He tried to teeter backward, but his other arm was stuck under his body, holding him up. He was defenseless. The blade struck its mark just below his larynx, sinking deep into the supple flesh. 

He rolled over, the knife going with him. Riley stumbled backward and watched as the man pulled the blade from his neck. A geyser of blood spurted up and outward. He sat up and stared at Riley with absolute hatred in his eyes. 

She cringed at the demonic sight and couldn’t believe he was still able to move. He began coughing, trying to draw in breath. The wound began bubbling and his chest was a field of crimson syrup. He tried speaking, but was only able to mouth the word bitch. 

Rising to his feet, coming off the bed, he began to stagger forward. He held the knife out, its cold steel now warm with his life fluid. He walked like a drunk after a late-night binge. Riley saw the hate in his eyes become duller with each dying step he took. She had backed against the wall, watching the grisly scene in dismay. She needed him to die quicker, fearing the Sisters would be alerted and enter the room. 

The vision before her was nightmarish. She hated the man and wanted him dead. She’d seen so many horrible deaths, each one adding to her mind’s filing cabinet. How many would it take before she became numb to them? Before the area of her mind that dealt with such atrocities became full? Would she one day crack? Join the insane? Would killing become as easy as breathing? None of that mattered. She was a good person. A caring person. She hadn’t enjoyed any of the kills she had to perform. They were a necessity to her survival. Like eating and sleeping, killing had become an ordinary tool for living in this world and she would be damned if she would let that change her. 

The man fell to the ground, leaving a river of blood behind. He writhed and shuddered, the gurgling sounds becoming less frequent until he finally lay still. 

Riley had to move. She couldn’t worry about him rising up and joining the undead. Maybe he would aid her in his undead life, becoming a distraction or a danger to those in pursuit of her. She searched the body and found keys. She’d hoped he’d had some kind of weapon besides the knife, but he didn’t. She snatched up the knife, wiping the blood off on Renny’s back, and walked over to the door he had entered through. 

Holding the set of keys, she tried a few before finding the correct one. She unlocked the door and opened it a crack. Lining up one eye with the small crevice, she looked through. She didn’t know how much time she had before the procreating period was supposed to be over, but she guessed awhile from what she’d heard. 

Unable to see much through the small crack, she pushed the door open further. Riley winced as the hinges creaked, squealing like frightened pigs. She froze, glancing over her shoulder, but no one came in. She was being paranoid and continued opening the door, stopping when she saw a guard patrolling the road. His back was to her and he was walking away. He must have just finished his check of the exterior of the Sisters’ apartment building and was on his way back to wherever he came from. 

Riley waited until the guard disappeared around a bend in the road. Throwing on her hood, she exited the room, locking the door behind her. Glancing around, she saw her way was clear of life. She’d read about ghost towns in books and the scene before her reminded her of such. The Sisters barely left the complex, and she wouldn’t have to worry about them spotting her through the building’s windows. 

She stayed close to the building anyway, not wanting to be out in the open, and worked her way to the wall along the road. Rusted, crushed automobiles lay stacked upon each other like metal pancakes with coiled barbed wire along the top. 

She began scurrying along the road, keeping an ear and an eye out for guards. Most of the buildings lining the streets were boarded up and appeared empty. The garage she’d been in when she first entered the city was still a ways off and she wouldn’t have to worry about that for now. 

The farther away she got from the Sisters’ building, the more a sense of freedom welled in her heart. She studied the wall for breaks or holes where she could climb through. She’d seen them on her way in, small places a young girl could get through with a little struggle. 

Forgetting about her surroundings, caught up in the escape, she heard a shot ring out followed by a dull clunk where the bullet pierced the metal of a crushed automobile. Down the road, a guard, different than the one she’d seen earlier, stood about thirty feet away and was pointing a rifle in her direction. “Don’t move,” he said. 

Riley froze, shutting her eyes. “Shit,” she whispered. She held the knife in her right hand, hoping the guard hadn’t seen it, and tucked it up her sleeve. 

The man began walking toward her, keeping the rifle pointed at her, but using only one arm as the other held up a walkie-talkie. He brought the device to his mouth and spoke something into it before returning the thing to his belt. “What are you doing out here?” he asked. 

“I was attacked,” she answered, thinking quickly. “The man sent to impregnate me had a knife. I was running to get help.” The man stopped directly in front of her, his weapon resting on his hip now. Riley kept her head down. The man grabbed her hood and pulled it back to see her face. 

“Hey,” he said, surprised. “You’ve still got your eyes, and you’re so young. You must be that new special one everybody keeps talking about.” He went to grab his walkie again, probably to report his find, when Riley took action. 

She let the knife slide into her palm, gripping it loosely like she’d been taught, and gave the man’s groin a surgical uppercut, squeezing the handle on impact. The blade sunk in to the hilt. His mouth opened in shock, but no sounds came out. He dropped the rifle, placed a weak hand on Riley before crumpling to the ground. She tried grabbing the knife to pull it out, but the man was kicking wildly and began to shriek. Needing him to be quiet, she began kicking him in the face before realizing the throat would be a better target and silenced his cries there. He writhed around, his face turning red then purple. 

Riley picked up the rifle and put a round in the man’s forehead. More voices rang out from down the street. She slung the rifle over her shoulder and began climbing the makeshift perimeter. Ascending was easy, so many divots and holes for her small hands and feet, but the barbed wire would prove different. 

Shots began sounding from far off. Riley climbed faster, slipping a few times, but managing. Tiny punctures appeared in the automobiles’ metal flesh where the bullets connected. The barbed wire wasn’t in the best shape, allowing her passage, but not without some ghastly gashes along her arms and legs. Feeling the wind from bullets brush her hair, she tried hurrying down the other side, but wound up falling. Luckily, she landed safely on the roof of an old Chevy Camaro a few feet from the ground. 

Getting to her feet, feeling no broken bones from the fall, she climbed down the rest of the way to the ground. Men from the other side were shouting. 

Riley stood with her back against the Camaro, deciding her best course of action, when a sharp, vise-like pain erupted from her right ankle. Looking down, her breath caught in her chest. Her eyes went wide and she began to shake as a zombie continued to gnaw away at her leg. 


Chapter Twelve 

Infection

The zombie tore into Riley’s flesh like a starved wolf. The pain was intense, like a saw’s blade cutting into her, making her scream. Everything blacked out of view, except for the rotten yellowed teeth in the zombie’s mouth, as if she was peering through a dark tunnel at them. Regaining her station quickly, realizing she needed to do something, she slammed the gun’s muzzle against the thing’s head and pulled the trigger. 

The weapon jerked wildly and let out an ear-deafening crack. The damage was awesome—the back of the zombie’s head disintegrating into tiny morsels of sodden dust. The force from the shot caused the living corpse to lose its grip and Riley quickly pulled her leg away from the creature. 

The undead thing was still moving, the eye-brain connection obviously not severed. It began clawing itself toward her—a callous clump of decayed meat. Aiming, holding the gun tighter, Riley fired at the zombie’s forehead. It blew apart, leaving a motionless dead body with a stump where the head used to be. She had no idea what kind of rifle she was using, but it was powerful, almost too much so. 

She took off running, but immediately collapsed to the ground, her ankle screaming at her. Fighting through the pain, she rose to her feet and began limping as fast as she could away from the wall. 

She was in a wooded area, a small city preserve. Looking ahead, she saw five undead coming her way. She waited for them to draw nearer and began firing. With each shot, her shoulder ached with pain. The gun had no suppressor, her body taking the full brunt of the recoil. She kept missing wildly. It was too difficult to aim with her ankle and shoulder aching. As the undead drew closer, she decided to use the power to her advantage. Yelling at the top of her lungs, she began shooting at the zombies’ bodies. 

The frail undead bodies, for they were horribly decayed, began falling apart like papier-mache dolls. Arms and legs fell away—the zombies’ bodies shuddering, as if electrocuted, under the barrage of bullets. Riley managed to kill only one, but it didn’t matter as the others were reduced to jumbled piles of body parts. And just as the last zombie fell, the gun clicked empty. 

The undead were down and her way appeared clear, at least for the moment. She could no longer hear the men’s voices from the other side of the wall. Silence filled her ears, the gun’s retort temporarily deafening her. She needed her hearing, it was an important survival tool, but it was nothing she could worry about now. She had to keep moving. She glanced backward to the wall and saw no bodies coming over the top, yet. Turning back around, she took a step forward, her ankle screaming again, and halted immediately. More undead were approaching through the trees like ghosts from a graveyard. Their numbers kept multiplying. The gunfire must’ve alerted them. Out of bullets and with her ankle making it impossible to run, Riley didn’t know what to do. 

She didn’t want to be eaten alive, ripped apart and devoured. Looking down at her blood-soaked gown, she realized what her future held and realized being eaten was a better outcome than becoming a member of the undead. She wished she had a single bullet left, one that would end her life and keep her from rising afterward. Her fear was quickly vanquished by the seething anger growing in her bones. How the hell could she have let all this happen? This was not the way she wanted to go out, couldn’t go out. Damn them. She closed her eyes, body tense, ready to accept the pain that was to come before her death. She thought of her father, and hoped to be alongside him soon and to see the mother that she never had a chance to meet. 

The faint sound of gunshots rang out. Riley heard yelling, barely audible. She opened her eyes and saw the zombies’ heads exploding like smashed watermelons. Turning around, she saw armed gang members on top of the wall firing like gunslingers at the undead. A few of the men were rappelling down the makeshift wall. Up top, she saw the fat leader barking commands and pointing at her. She read his lips: “Get the girl,” they said. There was nothing she could do and was scooped up by one of the gang. He grabbed her in a bear hug and dragged her back to the wall where a few other gang members waited.

Once the zombies were destroyed and the gunfire ended, the big man spoke. “Caused quite a bit of trouble for us, you did.” He then nodded to a man standing in front of Riley. He raised his hand and punched her in the face, knocking her out cold. 

Riley woke up in a low-lit room. The air was dank and musty smelling, swamp-like. The walls were a dingy gray cinder block and bare except for an occasional graffiti tag. She could hear a man and a woman talking. She recognized the Hag’s voice. 

“She’s trouble,” the man said. 

“Once she wakes up, we’ll be better able to decide her fate, for I did not see this coming,” the Hag said. She saw the man coming near her, and feigned sleep. Standing over her, his rank body odor filled Riley’s nose, making her want to gag. 

“Wake up,” he told her, shaking the bed she was lying on. Riley pretended to come to, slowly. 

“Wha…what’s going on?” she said. 

“Get up,” the man hollered. 

Riley saw his large grimy hand reach over her head and felt him grab her by the hair, yanking her upward. 

“Please don’t hurt me,” she said. 

The man held her tightly, bringing his ugly face within inches of hers. “You troublesome little bitch,” he said, his breath making her cringe. He let go of her hair, cupping her chin instead. “You’re way more trouble than…” he began, but Riley stopped him by grabbing his wrist and sinking her teeth into his flesh. She bit down as hard as she could, tasting his blood. The man pushed his other hand into her face as he howled in surprise, trying to shove her off. After slipping his hand away, the damage done, he raised his hand to strike. 

“Enough,” the Hag yelled. “Don’t you lay a hand on her.” The big man froze, the Hag’s words paralyzing him. 

“You little cunt,” the man said, his face scarlet with anger. Riley winked, wanting to send the man over the edge, and succeeded. With his hand still raised, he smacked her across the face. 

“That will be enough,” the Hag bellowed and was on the big man like manacles of flesh before he knew it. 

The sting of the slap was awful, but Riley managed to shake it off. “Please, my Lady. Don’t let him hurt me anymore, like the other man did.” 

The Hag came over, moving as if she had eyes and sat on the bed. “Tell me what happened, my dear.” 

“This is bullshit,” the big man said, looming behind the Hag. “She’s playing you for a fool.” 

“Silence. I will hear the girl’s words now.” 

Riley went on to explain what had happened in the room with Renny. How the man had been abusive—cutting her with his knife and making her fight for her life. She told the Hag that she had no choice but to defend herself and run when the Sisters did not show. 

“She’s lying,” the man said, still infuriated and pointing a fat stubby finger in her direction. “She left the compound. Tried to escape, she did.” 

Riley grasped the Hag’s arms. “I saw a guard outside patrolling. I tried talking to him, tell him what had happened, but he began shooting at me. I froze, not wanting to get shot, and then he said he would have his way with me before returning me to the room.” 

“My men would never do such a thing. Disobeying orders is a death sentence. No one touches a Sister without permission.” 

Riley pushed up her gown’s sleeve, revealing the cut she’d given herself earlier. Grabbing the Hag’s hand, she said, “Feel this, my Lady, and see that I do not lie.” The Hag traced the wound. “And my ankle too. The man began to bite me viciously and I feared he wanted to be like the undead.” 

“I felt the wound when you were brought in and feared the worst. But you say the man bit you?” 

“Yes, my lady. The man was wild and crazy when I refused to allow him to beat me.” 

“Oh, this is such nonsense,” the man bellowed, pacing back and forth. 

“From now on,” the Hag began, “procreation visits with this one will be supervised.” 

“That’s not how our agreement works.” 

“You broke the agreement first when one of your men acted out of turn. This girl is special. She will be the key to our survival. A new breed shall come forth. It has been foretold. I have seen it.” 

Riley was escorted back to her room. Her head was already pounding and she felt feverish. She had hoped by some crazy act of divine intervention that she hadn’t contracted the zombie virus, but it appeared as if she had. At least, if she had the virus, she managed to bite the gang’s leader and hopefully infect him too. 

Lifting up her gown, she saw that the wound on her ankle was darkening, resembling a badly shaped plum. Purple veins began sprouting from the infected area like tentacles, indicating the virus was spreading. Images of her father’s condition after he’d been infected flooded her mind. He’d been so strong, both in mind and body, but was quickly reduced to a blubbering mess. Riley’s breath grew short as she began to panic. 

Her only hope at striking a blow into this horrible group of miscreants was to have the gang leader infected, becoming a member of the undead, and in turn infect his people. If they wiped each other out, then maybe the Sisters would die off, having no more outside security or assistance. Riley’s death might then mean something to the world. 

She needed to find a way to take down the Sisters in case they survived her plan. Biting them would do no good. Riley would need to slaughter them all and she knew just how to do it. They might be immune to becoming zombies, having had their eyes removed, but they could still serve as meals for the undead. She needed to act fast, for the virus would weaken her. 

That night, Riley lay in bed shivering and thinking about Eric and Joanne. She hoped for the best, that they were all right, but deep inside her heart she knew they weren’t. 

Eric was most likely dead or being trained to become a gang member or worse; things she didn’t want to think about. 

Joanne wasn’t with the Sisters, which meant she was either dead or had become one of the Whores, as they were called—women who stayed in a building and whose sole purpose was to act as fuck things for the men. 

Riley writhed in her bed, sweat soaking the sheets. If only she had been able to escape and save them. Find a place for the three of them and live happily ever after like in the fairy tales her father had told her about. 

By morning, her paling skin showed through with purple veins. The Sisters could not see her condition, but they’d know as soon as they came near. They would smell her rot, her death, as the Sisters’ senses were far enhanced beyond normal people’s. Riley could only hope she’d turn before they checked on her and she could kill a few, but she doubted she’d change before they arrived. They’d kill her before she could even rise from bed. She lay still, trying to dream happy thoughts, when the door opened to her room. 

“Good morning my dear,” the Hag said. Riley listened to their footfalls as they entered the room, stopping abruptly. “No,” the Hag said. “No.” 

“My Lady,” one of the Sisters with the Hag said, her voice concerned. 

“She’s been infected,” the Hag said. The two Sisters that accompanied the woman gasped. They drew large curved daggers simultaneously. “Wait,” the Hag commanded, holding out her arms and blocking the Sisters’ paths. The old woman approached Riley’s bed and sat. 

She placed a hand to Riley’s forehead, then her arms and legs before resting her palm on Riley’s stomach. “You lied,” the Hag said. “That man didn’t bite you, did he?” 

“No, my Lady,” Riley muttered, her voice hoarse. 

“You were bitten when you went over the wall.” It wasn’t a question. 

Riley didn’t answer and truth be told she no longer cared. Her plan to kill as many as she could was over. She was too weak and ready to die. “Just kill me,” she told the Hag. 

The Hag laughed, her voice a witch’s cackle. “No child, your fate is not what you believe it to be, but what I know it to be. You are staying with us.” The woman rose from the bed. “Leave her. If she survives the night, then she is truly the one.” 

“My Lady?” one of the Sisters asked. “Nobody has ever recovered from a bite. Surely it would be better to kill her now than when she is undead.” 

The Hag spun upon the Sister, slapping her across the face. “You dare question my word?—the word of God?” 

“No my Lady.” 

“This girl was brought to us by His will. Now come, leave her be.” They exited the room, leaving Riley to stew in her soaked bed sheets. 

Riley’s mind began to wonder. She hadn’t eaten since her escape, not that she could even if she wanted to. She kept throwing up, her chest covered in puke. 

Remembering how her father had been was difficult, a weight on her soul. She had always tried to remember him before he grew sick, but the sick-father image was always rearing its face like a permanent fixture in her memories. She hated thinking of him as a man on the verge of death, a weak man dying, but she could now understand his plight and how difficult it must have been for him to leave her and die. 

She held on for as long as she could, trying to stay awake, to fight, but the virus or whatever it was worked fast. Like everything else in her life, Riley wouldn’t go down without a fight. She wanted to die earlier, allowing the Sisters to kill her, but she was beginning to feel a glimmer of hope. A renewal of spirit. She wanted to live. 

On the brink of death, Riley dreamed. 


Chapter Thirteen 

Leaving

She was a baby, no more than a year old. 

The room she was in was bustling with activity. Men in white lab coats were at various stations, looking over data from printouts, peering into microscopes and conversing amongst each other as various solutions bubbled in tubes over open flames. The cinder block walls were the color of split-pea soup, but the bright overhead fluorescents gave the place a semblance of warmth. The tables, like the one Riley lay upon, were shiny and metal like a surgeon’s operating slab. A long counter took up the length of the wall to one side of the room. Above it were cabinets with glass doors revealing cylinders, boxes, tubes and other medical type objects. The overhead lights hummed, accentuating the buzz of excitement that was in the air. Riley disliked the unnatural odor of the place. She could taste on her tongue, a pungent mix of manmade chemicals and stale air. 

Then she looked to be around the age of four, but was aware of the things around her. She knew not the names of items or the scientists, but her eyes took in the sights as if recording them on a memory chip. She’d been here before. Everything was familiar as if it occurred almost every day. She wasn’t frightened, and felt warmth in her heart for the people dressed in the white coats—especially for the individual who was holding a stethoscope to her chest. He was a balding man with a ring of white hair around his head and wore glasses with thick dark frames. A long, rough scar ran down the man’s right cheek, but he was still her favorite. 

She blinked and the room changed. Only four scientists remained and all were standing around her. The scientist that was most in her favor held a long and terrifying syringe. Riley felt trepidation creep into her bones, wanting to run away. She never cared for the shots and she’d had many. They always stung and sometimes they burned her on the inside. Why did the scientists want to hurt her so many times? The scientist spoke in a reassuring tone that told her it would be okay, but it never was. She didn’t understand the meaning of the shots and even as she watched with her current awareness she was still confused. 

The scientist with the scar stuck the needle into her arm and pressed the syringe’s plunger, sending the contents into her bloodstream. Riley began crying as her body began growing hot. Her skin felt as if she’d received severe sunburn. The pain was intensifying and she wanted it to stop. The doctor told her not to worry, picked her up and held her close. 

“There, there,” he kept saying, but it did no good. Riley began screaming, her voice reaching octaves she didn’t think a child could reach and then she woke up. 

She opened her eyes, the white ceiling with its minute cracks staring back at her. The morning sun was shining through the window, hitting her in the face. She swallowed and felt no pain. She sat up, realizing she was alive and better yet, she felt good. The chills were gone and her mind was clear. The dream she had had revealed itself like someone hiding in a closet. She startled as the images from the dream flashed through her mind, hitting her like reality. Had she been in that place for real? 

She pulled up her gown. Her eyes opened wide at the sight of her ankle. The purple veins were gone and the color had returned to her skin. Her ankle was still raw, but scabbing over. Using two fingers, Riley pinched the skin on her left arm as hard as she could until the pain made her want to tear up. She wasn’t dreaming and she doubted the dead felt pain. 

The Hag’s words echoed in her mind then. This girl is special. She will begin a new breed. What the hell was going on? Riley’s pulse quickened as she hopped out of bed. Everything in the room appeared the same as the night before. Looking out the window, she saw the familiar sight of the street in front of the building. She walked back over to the bed. She had to sit. No one survived a bite from the undead. How had she? Was the Hag correct about her being special? Riley’s stomach rumbled with hunger. 

Last night’s meal was still present, resting on a metal tray on top of the nightstand. She began wolfing it down like the starved animal she was when a loud boom caused her to jump. Still chewing—her cheeks puffy with food—she ran over to the window. 

A section of the makeshift wall looked as if it had been blown open. Small fires and black smoke rose into the air around the area. A short distance away lay a man. He looked like a guard. The man’s head appeared to have been stomped on with a large boot. It was squashed like a tomato, the scalp hanging off the skull like it had been peeled, and blood pooled around the body. He must’ve been caught by shrapnel from the explosion. 

From the hallway outside her room, gunshots rang out. Riley flew from the bed, ducking behind it. Who was attacking the Sisterhood? Had the pact between the gang and the Sisters fallen apart? 

“Tell me where she is,” a female voice screamed from outside her room. The voice sounded familiar. The door to Riley’s room burst open. Peering under the bed, Riley saw one of the Sisters shoved to the floor. Then a gunshot rang out and the Sister’s head exploded. “Riley?” the female voice called again. She knew the voice now, but that was impossible, wasn’t it? “Riley,” the voice called again. 

Peering over the mattress, Riley saw Joanne. She barely recognized the woman. Her hair was matted and her skin was covered in filth. She wore tattered clothes with rips and tears in them. But it was her. Joanne stood with a rifle leaned against her hip, making her appear like some crazed backwoods woman. 

“Joanne,” Riley shouted, jumping up. 

“Riley,” Joanne returned, her voice a shrill of elation. They raced toward each other, embracing. Riley felt her insides spin with warmth and happiness. She wrapped her arms tightly around Joanne, never wanting to let go. 

Joanne’s odor was repulsive and she felt bony, as if Riley embraced a skeleton, but she didn’t care. Finally separating, tears running down her cheeks, Riley asked, “How… Where…” but she couldn’t find the words. Joanne tossed the rifle on the bed and cupped Riley’s face. 

“I knew you’d be okay,” Joanne said. 

Riley swallowed and forced the words out. “I can’t believe you’re here.” She smiled through sobs of joy and wrapped her arms around Joanne again. 

Joanne eased Riley back, holding her by the shoulders. “It’s so good to see you again, kiddo,” Joanne said. “Listen, there’s so much to tell, but we need to move.” 

Joanne grabbed the gun off the bed, holding Riley’s hand, and together they started to head out of the room. Riley’s heart sank as fast as it had risen. Where was Eric? She wanted to ask, hardly able to stop herself, but was afraid to, not wanting Joanne to falter. If Eric was alive Joanne would lead them to him, and if they escaped without him she’d know the answer. 

“Mom,” a young voice called out from the hallway followed by a few gunshots. Riley knew the voice, her heart leaping into her throat. She breached the hallway outside her room, looked to the left and saw the boy she grew to love as a brother. 

“Hi, Riley,” he said, cheerfully. She wanted to rush over and tackle him with hugs and kisses, but remained where she was. He’d grown a bit since she last saw him. He was taller and thicker, but still a kid. His head was shaved, revealing peach fuzz, and his skin was filthy like his mother’s. 

A Sister came up the stairs at the end of the hall. Eric turned to face her as she came running, a knife held high. He raised his weapon and opened fire. The Sister’s gown fluttered as bullets tore into it. “All clear,” Eric said, a slight grin on his face. 

Riley looked upon him with a mixture of amazement and dread. What had they done to him that made him kill so easily? How much had he and his mother been through? Looking at them again, she realized they resembled members of the gang. Obviously they were still the people she knew and loved, but they had also changed. 

“Eric,” Riley spoke, wanting to simply say his name, almost needing to make sure it was really him. 

Joanne held out the rifle she was carrying and handed it to Riley. “You’re better with one of these than anyone I know. I’ll be fine with these,” she said, removing two handguns from the holsters on her belt and answering Riley’s question before she could ask it. She held them up at ear level, a look of fierceness in her eyes, and Riley felt the need to smile. 

The heat of battle surrounded her, awaking her warrior spirit. She welcomed it, letting it take over—the state of mind that would allow her to survive and do what must be done. There was no room for fear or hesitation. 

Eric, for whatever he’d been through, had the killer instinct in him now too. Riley could almost smell it, just like Joanne’s. They were both warriors, hell bent on preservation of the greater good and well being of loved ones. Riley knew the feeling well, like an old friend. Deep down, she was a killer too, flicking on the switch when the need arose. It was part of the fabric of the world now. Good versus evil. Kill or be killed. 

Together they headed down the hall, Joanne in the lead. Four dead, bullet-strewn Sisters’ corpses lined the hallway. As Joanne stepped over the last one, the downed Sister raised her bloody arm and sunk a knife into Joanne’s right thigh. 

Joanne howled in pain. Riley lowered her weapon to shoot, but Eric was quicker and put a bullet into the woman’s head. 

Joanne winced as she pulled the blade out, blood coming out like a spray at first, misting the wall in crimson. “Damn it,” she groaned. 

Riley tore strips off her gown. “Here,” she said, holding them out for Joanne. The initial burst of blood was over, but it continued to ooze like a small stream. Joanne’s jeans were rapidly darkening with her blood. 

“Are you okay, Mom?” Eric asked, concern clear in his voice. Joanne replaced the guns in their holsters and began wrapping the makeshift bandages around her wound. 

“I’ll be fine, sweetie,” she told him. 

Riley watched as Joanne’s face grimaced each time she wrapped the cloth around her leg, finally tying it off tightly. She was a strong woman, trying her best not to show weakness or fear in front of her son. 

“Okay,” Joanne said when she finished. “Let’s go.” 

They reached the flight of stairs leading to the first floor. Joanne moved slowly down, grimacing with each step and leaving a bloody trail behind her. 

Riley grew nervous at how empty the building seemed. Usually teeming with Sisters, it was eerily still or at least appeared so. 

They made it to the downstairs foyer where the front doors led to the outside. Riley had seen these doors many times, always knowing how close, yet how far from freedom she was. Now they were almost outside, but that would only be the beginning of their escape. 

“Wait here,” Joanne said, as she walked over to the doors. They were solid with no windows to look out of. She would need to open them and glance out to get a look at what was going on. 

Riley was amazed at Joanne’s transformation. The woman was taking command like a seasoned leader, confident and strong. She was prepared to do whatever she needed to in order to protect her family. Like a mother bear protecting her cubs. She could’ve left Riley and escaped with Eric, but the woman had come for her. 

Riley felt tears welling up at the thought, but quickly shook them from her mind. She bit her lip, drawing blood and getting the juices of her anger flowing throughout her body. 

Joanne turned the handle and opened one of the doors a crack. Peering through the small opening, she quickly shut the door. “Damn,” she said, her head down. “Too many undead out there, but it looks like the gang is going to have their hands full and that’s at least good news for us.” 

“We can go out a back window,” Riley said. “The place is full of them; we’ll just need to remove the mesh grating first.” 

They hurried into a room leading off from the apartment building’s foyer. Two large windows, covered in the mesh guard, occupied a portion of the back wall. Both windows were padlocked from the inside. 

“Stand back,” Riley said. She took aim from across the room, wary of ricochet, and fired. The shot was deafening in the small room, but Riley’s aim was true and the lock was destroyed. She ran over and pulled the mesh grating open before shoving the window upward. Poking her head out, she looked both ways down an alley. “All clear,” she said. “It’s only about eight feet to the ground, so we should be fine.” 

Joanne went first, climbing upon the sill before hanging down with her arms and finally dropping to the ground. She let out a whimper, but managed not to crumple to the cement. Eric went next, Riley helping to lower him while Joanne reached up. Riley then handed down Eric’s rifle to him. 

“Your turn,” Eric said, looking up at Riley. 

She climbed onto the windowsill and handed her rifle to Eric. He moved aside and made room for Joanne to help Riley down. 

“Okay, kiddo,” she said, her arms outstretched. “Climb out.” 

Riley was turning herself around, balancing on her knees and looking back for the others, when someone grabbed her wrists and yanked her back inside. Her legs banged onto the unforgiving tile floor. She opened her eyes. Looking up, she saw the Hag. 

“Going somewhere?” the Hag asked. 

Riley heard Joanne screaming from outside as she struggled to rise to her feet. The Hag was strong, stronger than she appeared, and tossed Riley hard to the floor. “You can’t leave,” the woman howled, spittle flying from her mouth. The Hag grabbed Riley by the hair and began dragging her across the floor and back into the foyer. Riley’s scalp burned as her follicles were stretched to their limits. “You’re going to save us. Save our race, little girl, and put a stop to the evil that has been brought upon our world.” 

“I’m not special,” Riley shouted. 

The witch stopped, spun Riley around to face her. “You are the key to the human race’s survival.” 

Riley attempted to rise but the Hag slapped her in the face, sending her dazed to the floor. Another Sister appeared from the stairs carrying rope. 

“Tie her up,” the Hag demanded. “We’ll find a man quickly and get her impregnated as soon as possible.” 

“Yes, my Lady,” the Sister said. 

Riley began to struggle, kicking her legs and flailing her arms, but the eyeless Sister was adept at control. Another Sister was coming down the stairs. Riley wondered where they had been this whole time and guessed they hid when they heard the gunshots. It was the one thing they could not defend well against. She began screaming for Joanne, not sure what else to do. 

A loud thudding began to erupt from the apartment building’s front doors. The Sisters all froze, turning in unison toward the doors. Someone or thing was pounding on them, furiously. 

“Quickly, put the steel bar in place,” the Hag commanded. Riley saw the bar off to the side. It needed to be slid between two slots on the doors, a reinforcement procedure, she guessed. 

Two Sisters were now holding Riley down as a third went for the security bar. Riley knew what was on the other side. The zombies had come into the secured area through the blown hole in the wall. They must have heard or smelled the human flesh sacks inside. 

The Sister reached the steel bar, lifting it from its resting place next to the doors. She stood in front of the doors, seeming to struggle with the item. It appeared heavy, but she managed to lift it. Just before getting it into place, the doors burst open. The Sister holding the bar was whacked in the head by the rushing door, sending her and the bar to the floor. Blood gushed from a large gash in her head and Riley knew she would serve as a tasty appetizer to the hordes of undead pouring through the entrance. 

The first five that entered dove onto the downed Sister and began tearing her apart. They ripped flesh from her face as if she were made of moist clay. Riley watched as skin and muscle left the woman’s face. Her arms were covered with zombie mouths and two of the undead began digging at her stomach, removing her innards as if preparing to stuff the woman for a feast. 

More of the undead came into the room as if they were being discarded from a dump truck. Riley felt the Sisters’ panic, their grips loosening. 

Taking advantage of the situation, Riley grunted in anger, punching one of the Sisters in the throat. The woman clutched at her neck, coughing as Riley rolled away from her. The Hag began to yell. 

“Nooooo.” The Hag ran toward the stairs trying to escape, but wasn’t fast enough as a group of zombies tackled her. Riley watched as the woman disappeared into the throng. 

Riley was on her feet seconds later. Another of the Sisters was trying to fight off the zombies, but had already taken losses of flesh. The zombies began ripping the skin from her arms and face. One of the undead clamped its teeth around the woman’s voluptuous lips, stretching them like rubber bands as it ripped them away. The woman’s arms were held by undead hands, tearing muscle and skin from them. The Sister’s muffled screams became wet and gargled, like the sound of someone drowning, as the blood from where her lips used to be poured into her mouth and down her chest. 

Riley was already backing into the room with the open window. Most of the zombies were too slow and she could have easily made it out the window in time, but there was a runner amongst them. She turned and bolted toward the window. The zombie was on her quickly, grabbing at her hair. Her head was tugged backward for a second before the sensation was gone, the zombie having lost its grip. 

Halfway across the room, the zombie’s fingers clawed at her neck. She hurried faster, giving it all she had. “I’m coming, Joanne,” she yelled as the window’s opening grew wider. 

As she ran, everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. The window grew larger as she got closer. But it seemed as if she couldn’t run fast enough. Her ankle should have hindered her, but she felt no pain—adrenaline doing its job. Barely ahead of the zombie’s grasp, Riley felt the brush of its cold fingers on her neck. She wasn’t worried about being bitten any longer, but maybe she should be. Maybe the zombie that had bitten her was an anomaly—a rare case of not being able to spread its disease. 

With the smell of rot falling over her like an invisible wave, Riley had reached the open window. She bent forward, lowering her head, and dove through. 


Chapter Fourteen 

A Tattoo

Indecision had been non-existent in Riley’s mind. The horror of what chased her was far more terrifying than launching herself through an open window. Her mind shouted at her to close her eyes, but she kept them open, knowing it would serve her best. Her heart was pounding with sledgehammer-like thuds against her breast bone; the outcome of her landing looming like something in an impenetrable fog. Would Joanne be waiting below, ready to catch her? Or had she and Eric tried finding another way inside to help her? Her answer came swiftly, relief flooding through her as she saw Joanne’s grimy, but beautiful face staring up at her. 

Riley collided into the woman, Joanne half catching and half breaking her fall, as the two bodies became one and tumbled to the solid concrete. 

The impact with the ground was unforgiving in its receptiveness of their soft flesh. Riley’s forearm connected with the ground, but ultimately no bones were broken. 

Joanne wrapped her arms around Riley, letting out a half-hearted laugh. “Thought we lost you again.” 

“Watch out!” Eric yelled. 

Riley, still lying on top of Joanne, craned her neck around and looked up toward the window. The zombie that had been chasing her came tumbling out of the building, its legs tripped up on the windowsill, sending the undead thing face first onto the ground. Eric blasted it twice in what was left of its half-smashed head before it got a chance to rise. 

Riley got to her feet, helping Joanne up. 

The woman winced, placing her hands to her lower back. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Riley asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Nothing I haven’t felt before.” She smiled. “Now let’s get the hell out of here before more of those things come out of that window.” 

Together, they hurried down the alley, turning onto a street. They moved cautiously, peering around the corners of buildings, making sure the way was clear. 

Zombies roamed about here and there, but the group had an easy time killing them. It seemed that most of the undead were busy rampaging inside the compound area. Compared to what Riley had been through, and imagining what Joanne and Eric had endured, the escape was relatively easy. 

Riley’s killer instinct was in full swing as she traveled with Joanne and Eric. Ready to kill who or whatever got in her way. But at the same time, she felt like grinning as a warm sensation filled her gut. It was the sense of being among loved ones—people that truly knew the meaning of family. How could she feel so joyous during such a perilous time? Had she lost her mind? Gone crazy? No. It was simply the natural feeling that came with being amongst people she loved. A breeze, refreshing and uplifting, something she hadn’t felt for some time, added to her enjoyment of the escape. And as demented as one might think her to be, she cherished holding a gun and killing undead with the people she cared so deeply about. She wondered if her thoughts would be considered deranged if she’d told them to Joanne or Eric. But it didn’t matter because she was delighted to feel the way she did. 

Thinking about her days with the Sisters, she realized she could have had it worse—much worse: eyeless and pregnant with some goon’s child. But that didn’t happen. And she was kept clean and comfortable. She began to feel ashamed at thinking herself fortunate, knowing—by the way they appeared—that Joanne and Eric had had it much worse than her. 

They continued on in silence as they worked their way through the city and all its withering scenery. Riley found it hard not to think about her ankle and the bite she’d received. The adrenaline had worn off and the pain had come back fierce, stinging. She looked at Joanne every time she felt the need to cry out for a chance to rest, for the woman wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down from the deep knife wound in her thigh. 

Riley watched the two of them, wondering what hells they’d been subjected to. Joanne had a long scar running down her cheek from when the fat man cut her back at the house. She noticed small circular marks, like cigarette burns, along the woman’s arms, and an assortment of plum-colored patches of skin where bruises were healing. 

Eric had fresh bruising too, along with scars that looked like they’d come from a whip or bladed weapon. In time she knew all of them would share their stories, allowing themselves to heal. At least she hoped so. 

When it came time for Riley to share her tale, she thought about lying. Making her time with the Sisters seem worse than it was. But that wouldn’t be right and when it came down to it she would have to tell the truth. Joanne and Eric were her family. She loved them and they loved her. Lying would be an insult. Riley realized she shouldn’t feel awkward. Joanne and Eric would hold no contempt for her. And, deep down, Riley knew they’d be happy she hadn’t had to endure the same horrors as they did. It was why they were so important to her and why she would do anything for them. 

Riley and the others eventually made it out of the city and began the trek along the rural roads leading home. 

When George was alive, he’d made sure specific protocols were put into effect. And that everyone knew what to do in certain situations, like an assault on the house, which besides a zombie attack, was the event George had feared the most. Coming back home could prove to be a dangerous prospect. Gang members knew were they lived. They would have to stay in the panic bunker. 

The panic bunker was a small fifteen by twelve-foot space dug out of earth. Wood planks were used to line the walls and floor, helping to support the structure. An assortment of foods, medical supplies and a small kerosene heater were kept in the bunker. The place reminded Riley of the pit under her cabin back at Roscoe, bringing back both joyous and heart-wrenching memories. 

The bunker was cramped, small for three people, and Riley wondered how it would’ve been if another person was with them. When she thought about whom the other person would’ve been she realized it would have been just fine, welcomed in fact. 

The air was damp and the walls felt cool to the touch, helping to keep the cramped quarters’ temperature comfortable. 

No one left the shelter, keeping themselves occupied by playing checkers, Monopoly—stashed there by Eric some time ago—and card games using one of three sets of playing cards. George had thought of everything, knowing if the shelter was to be used that it needed to be more than just a place to hide. 

They stayed there for a week, Riley acting as the group’s scout, sneaking through the woods to look in on the cabin for signs of hostiles. 

When it seemed safe, the bunker’s occupants desperately wanting out of the underground hovel, they moved back into the house. Most likely the majority of the gang was either dead or dispersed amongst the city and running for their survival, not thinking about some log cabin deep in the countryside. And in truth, only a few knew the location of the house. 

The remains of George’s body, along with the other rotted corpses, were removed from the premises. The task was grueling, bringing cries of emotional pain from Joanne and Riley upon placing George’s remains in a large box. Eric wasn’t permitted to see his father’s corpse; Joanne feeling it would serve no good to do so, wanting her son to remember his father whole and beautiful. He was buried in the backyard, near the forest’s edge, and marked with a heavy piece of stone. It was a sad and sobering day, but they all got through it. 

It took a few days—the gang members having smashed picture frames, furniture and a number of items—but the house was eventually cleaned. Spilled cereal that had shriveled into hard inedible bits were swept up and tossed out. Blood stains, like stationary ghosts, were scrubbed away, leaving bare spots like scars on flesh. 

Not only had the gang trashed the house, but they had taken a large amount of food supplies. One of the most devastating losses was the livestock—either dead from starvation, slaughtered, or simply nowhere to be found. Hunting and foraging had to suffice until some other measure could be had. 

The only plus, besides being alive, were the weapons and ammo. Having been hidden well around the house, the gang hadn’t found many of the guns or explosives. Riley and the Milners would at least be well armed. 

Within a month, life was finally returning to normal. Patrols were kept around the clock, with each family member performing the task on a twenty-four-hour clock for the first month. It was a difficult but necessary precaution. 

At this time, Joanne thought it best to discuss their time in the city. They’d all been through a terrible ordeal and healing would come through talking; getting out the bad and learning to move past their woes. 

Joanne had been held in the whorehouse. Most females were older, but there were younger ones too—the Hag not wanting them for one reason or another. 

Joanne had been used sexually by numerous men and beaten regularly. She kept that part of her nightmare from Eric, only telling Riley what had happened. After speaking about it, she said she never wanted it to be brought up again. She’d broken down into tears many times throughout the first couple of weeks back at the house and during the telling of her story, but never in front of her son. 

Joanne explained how she escaped. How she fooled one of the gang members into thinking she fancied him, making him believe that she wanted to be one of them. She had to do things—horrible things, like beat on the other women and perform the most heinous sexual acts to reinforce her façade, but it had worked. The man had brought her to his bunk where she got a hold of a weapon and forced him to tell her where they were keeping her son and daughter. After which she blew his head off. From there she killed a number of men, working her way to the whorehouse where she freed the women, handing out arms to as many as she could. 

All hell had broken out. People were everywhere, fleeing. Gunshots rang out and screams of anger and pain followed. Joanne was a killing machine with one purpose: to get her kids and escape from the city. Eric was being held nearby in the recruits’ quarters. Joanne shot the two guards stationed there, killing them. 

After freeing Eric, they worked their way to the explosives room, where Eric had been on numerous occasions as part of his work detail. They grabbed a couple bundles of dynamite and blew a section of the Sisters’ wall open before heading to Riley. 

Joanne needed more than fleeing prisoners to help with her escape plan and hungry zombies would serve her purpose well, keeping the gang members occupied. From there, as they say, it was all history. 

Eric took the longest to talk. He’d become stone-like in sharing his feelings, but eventually he’d come around. He was put in with new recruits, but was the youngest by ten years except for one other boy his age, but he’d only come in a day before their escape. 

Eric had been bullied, beaten and picked on repeatedly. Some of the men had tried having their way with him, but he’d been able to fight them off and survive. Like Joanne, he’d suffered. Cigarette burns covered his flesh, cuts from knives marked his skin and his back had deep scars from lashings that had been given. He’d been taught how to shoot and kill with a blade. He’d been decent with a gun beforehand, George having worked with him on his skills, but Eric had improved since. Torture for missing a target was a great tool for getting the boy to try harder, as the gang had put it. 

Riley shared her story last, leaving out the part about getting bitten by the zombie. She spoke about everything else, realizing if things had progressed further than they did, that she would be eyeless and with child from some pig. She shivered as she told her tale, breaking down into tears unexpectedly. 

“I didn’t want to tell you guys,” she said. “I had it kind of easy compared to you two.” She wiped tears from her face with her sleeve. 

“No, no, sweetie,” Joanne told her, rubbing her back. “We all had horrible experiences, and who’s to judge what was worse and what was better. The important thing is that we’re all here, alive and well.” 

As another week went by, Riley began having dreams about being bitten, but in her dreams she grew sick and became a member of the undead. The image of being bitten weighed heavily on her mind. She needed to share it will someone and decided to tell Joanne what had happened. Would she believe her? She worried about that, but the need to get out what had happened was greater than her ability to keep it in. 

“I have something to tell you,” Riley said to Joanne when Eric was out patrolling the grounds. They sat on the living room couch sipping cups of hot water with honey mixed in, the closest thing to tea they could find. 

“Sounds serious,” Joanne said, placing her cup on the nicked-up coffee table. 

Riley told her again about her escape over the wall before adding, “I was bitten by a zombie on the other side. It grabbed my ankle and sunk its teeth into me and was gnawing at my flesh.” 

Joanne sat still, unmoving as if frozen in place. She only blinked. “What?” she finally said, shaking her head as if to clear a fog from it. 

Riley pulled up her pant leg, revealing the wound. It was mostly healed, but would scar, making the unforgettable memory even more permanent. 

“Riley,” Joanne gasped, holding her hands to her face. “That’s…impossible. Are you sure it wasn’t a dream? Maybe one of the men did it?” 

“It happened,” Riley said. 

“Are you sure the zombie had teeth?” 

“Joanne,” Riley said, her voice serious. “I watched as the thing tore into me, drawing blood, chewing on me.” 

“How…can that be?” Joanne asked, her face bewildered. The woman seemed to be deep in thought, as if remembering something. 

“What is it?” Riley asked. 

“It’s what you told me the old woman said about you.” 

“The Hag?” 

“Yes. She said you were special, right? Going to breed a new human race?” 

“She was crazy,” Riley said, nerves beginning to take hold. “You’re scaring me, Joanne.” 

“We, George and I, never told you this, but you have a tattoo on the back of your neck.” 

“What?” Riley said, confused. “A tattoo?” 

“Yes. It’s a set of numbers and a black line, almost like the strip on the back of a credit card, at least that’s what it reminded me of.” 

“A tattoo? On me? Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Riley had to see it and hurried to the bathroom. Joanne lifted Riley’s hair out of the way and held a handheld mirror up so Riley could see her back in the bathroom’s main mirror. Her eyes went wide as she rubbed a finger over it. “What the hell is this?” 

“I have no idea, but George and I noticed it after we found and cleaned you up. We thought you were a bit young for a tattoo, but in this crazy world we didn’t assume anything was weird. And now with what you’re telling me about the bite and this tattoo looking like some kind of marker… Well, I don’t know what the hell to think now.” 

Riley let her hair down. “The Hag was a crazy old bat, but she kept going on and on about how special I was. I was the world’s savior according to her. I thought she was crazy, and still do, but after surviving the bite…” She trailed off, not knowing what else to say. And why the hell hadn’t her father told her that she’d had a tattoo? Had he given it to her? 

Joanne placed a hand on Riley’s leg. “Look,” she said, catching Riley’s stare. “There are a couple of things that I do know. First, we know that those people were crazy. You agree with me there?” Riley nodded. “And second, I know that we’re here, all three of us and no worse for the wear. We survived. We made it.” Joanne was almost gleeful now as if she really believed in her words. “And no matter what happened I’m glad you’re alive and with us, Riley. That’s what I know.” 

Riley wanted to feel the way Joanne did, but simply did not. She kept hearing the Hag’s voice echo in her head and seeing the zombie bite her ankle. She couldn’t let it go, but for now she would give Joanne what she needed—a happy and stable family. 


Chapter Fifteen 

The Decision 

Riley dreamed of the lab room and the scientists again. The dream was more vivid this time. Everything was crisp as if she was looking through a portal to another dimension. 

The room bustled with activity like in her previous dream. But unlike before, each person was distinguishable. Some were balding; others had mustaches, while others wore glasses. 

Riley was sitting on a table in the middle of the room. She wore only a light blue gown. Looking around the room, she saw a number of other children. She shivered, as if the room were air-conditioned. She tried speaking, but only gobbledygook, baby talk came out. 

The scientist that was her favorite was standing before her with other scientists to the left and right of him. They all looked pleased, wearing smiles and nodding their heads as if they’d succeeded at something. Riley noticed a gash on her arm suspiciously resembling a bite mark. It didn’t hurt, but it frightened her. She tried asking what it was but only baby talk escaped her mouth again. 

“We’ve done it,” the scientist she liked the most said. 

She was surprised she could understand them, even though she couldn’t talk herself. 

“Success is ours,” another man said. “And soon the human race will be saved.” The man’s voice was gleeful and the others around him began clapping. 

“Have all the others that were given the drug been put to death and revived?” the scientist that she liked the most asked. 

“Seven so far,” a woman scientist answered. “Some of the parents are worried to say the least.”

“But it works,” the scientist said. “I’ll speak to them.”

There were seven other children? Riley glanced around the room again, but she was surrounded by people, making it impossible to view the other tables. A loud crash erupted from somewhere in the room. Shrieks rang out. People were scared, or worse, hurting. 

“How’d they get loose?” one of the scientists hollered. 

“Grab the children,” the scientist that Riley liked yelled. “Get them to safety, they are our only hope.” She watched as some of the scientists took off running. A horde of undead had entered the room and were attacking people, ripping flesh and devouring it. 

Riley felt the air rush out of her lungs as she was scooped up from the table. The scientist that she liked held her close to his chest and was running. He ran to an exit door, pushing on the bar and going through. 

Riley blinked and everything changed. 

She was outside, the rain pelting her skin. “Take her,” the scientist that she liked said, holding her out like an offering. Looking at the man, she saw that he had been injured and was bleeding from his neck. She wanted to cry as fear struck her heart. 

The next thing Riley knew, she was handed to another man, a soldier. He was dressed in camouflage and had a gun strapped to his back. The rain was pouring hard and she had a difficult time seeing. The man held her close to his chest, telling her it would be okay. She felt protected and safe, but why? Looking up, she was given the answer as she stared into the familiar eyes of her father. 

Riley awoke, breathing fast and gasping for air. The bed sheets clung to her moist skin. She threw them off as if they were toxic. It was still night, the darkness outside attesting to the early time. The room was gloomy, but with the moon’s glow she was able to make out shapes. Reaching for the glass of water on her nightstand, she gulped its entire contents. Her eyes darted to the door as she heard the knob squeak. 

“Riley,” Joanne said, sounding worried. “You okay?” 

“Bad dream,” she answered, putting the empty glass back. 

“You okay now?” Joanne said. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” She forced a smile, hoping to reassure Joanne that she was indeed fine. 

“All right,” she said. “I’m going back to bed.” She left, leaving the door slightly ajar. 

Riley lay down, hoping to forget about the nightmare, but it kept replaying in her mind as if on repeat. After a while, she forced herself to imagine sitting by the river with her fishing pole, listening to the sound of rushing water, and eventually fell asleep. 

The next morning at breakfast, Joanne asked Riley about her dream. Eric hadn’t yet come to the table. 

“Dreams are the mind’s way of releasing stress or things that bother us,” Joanne said. 

“It felt so real, as if it was a memory.” 

Eric came down the stairs and took a seat at the table. “Oh boy,” he said, sarcastically. “Eggs again.” 

“Be grateful we were able to find a few of the chickens or you might be eating bugs,” Joanne said, passing the plate of scrambled eggs. 

“Did you have a nightmare, Riley?” Eric asked. 

“How’d you know?” 

“Heard you screaming in your sleep.”

“Sorry about that,” she said, pushing her plate away. 

“It’s okay,” Eric told her. “I have them too. Mostly about… Well, you know.” 

Riley did know. She’d heard their cries in the dark too but never said anything. Some things she felt were private and better left up to the individual to decide when the time was right to deal with them. 

They’d all had nightmares of their time in the city. Riley had heard Joanne’s sobs on many nights after their escape. The woman put up a good front, but Riley knew it was only to shield herself from Eric. Joanne was the mother, the rock, the one who was supposed to take care of the others. Riley had wanted to talk to Joanne about it, had tried, but the woman had said all she was going to say and would speak of it no more. 

Eric had been distant for a while after settling in back home. He rarely talked about his nightmares, but Joanne said it was good for the soul to talk about them. He eventually came around and started talking. Eric hadn’t had time to reflect with anyone but himself about the death of his father. He’d had to keep it all in until a week ago when he let it all out in one big crying session with Joanne. Riley had been in the next room listening. Since then, Eric’s mood had improved and he was much more comfortable talking about it and his time with the gang. 

The room had gone silent. Feeling a need to change the atmosphere, Riley spoke. 

“My dream wasn’t about the compound,” she said. 

“Then what?” Eric asked. 

Riley went over her dream again. Joanne seemed to listen more intently this time, unnerving Riley a bit. 

“Wow,” Eric said when she was finished. 

“Just remember,” Joanne said. “They’re only dreams and can’t really hurt us. And sometimes the mind does things we don’t understand, makes things up even and then, like a riddle, we have to figure out what it all means.” 

After cleaning up the table, Riley went to sit outside on the front porch. She would have been okay if it had only been the one dream, but she’d had two about the same place and the same people. It wasn’t the first strange dream she had, but it was the first time she had a repeat that felt more like a memory than a dream. She wanted to forget about it, chalk it up to stress like Joanne had suggested, but when the dream came again the next night, she knew something was up. 

Riley had wanted to keep a journal before the gang showed up, but never had the chance to start one. She asked Joanne if she had any unused notebooks or paper and she did, handing Riley a worn, but unused composition notebook. 

That night in bed, she began writing in her journal, starting with the strange dreams.

The next day Riley woke early, packed up her fishing gear and headed to her favorite place by the river. She found her spot on an outcropping of rock where the river pooled into a large pond-like area before beginning its rush away again. Tossing the line into the water, she left the pole lying next to her, wanting to simply lie down on the cool stone and relax. 

She hadn’t gone fishing so much for the fish, but more to get away from everything and be alone with her thoughts. The dream-memories had unnerved her to say the least and she needed to clear her mind. Closing her eyes, she listened to the white noise of the river. 

Even with nature all around and the rushing sounds of the cold water, she still found it difficult forgetting about her dreams. 

She’d been through so much, having been bitten by a zombie and not becoming one, combined with the Hag’s words floating around in her head and the dreams of the lab and her father, and the tattoo. Riley felt the need to scream. So she did. 

She belted out scream after scream, the river swallowing up her calls like a hungry beast. That didn’t seem to help either. Finally she realized that with all that had gone on in her life, she would be able to deal with all of it except one thing—not becoming a zombie. It was funny when she thought about it. If she had died and reanimated, then all of these questions wouldn’t have mattered. It would’ve meant she was a normal person, and not special like the Hag said she was. Riley, of course, was grateful to be alive and be with her family, but along with living came the need to know. Coming to the river hadn’t done much to clear her head, but an answer did finally present itself. Joanne wouldn’t approve, not in the least. And in fact might tie her up to stop her, but she needed to do it. If not for herself, then for the world. Riley picked up her fishing gear and headed home after quickly snagging two fish. 

She passed Joanne who was busy working in the garden. “Out early today, huh?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” Riley said, swinging her tackle bucket. “Needed to get away for a bit, have some alone time.” 

“I hear that.” 

“I’ll leave the fish on the deck for you?” 

“Sure,” Joanne said, covering up the planted seeds with dirt. “I’ll clean them in a bit.” 

Riley continued on her way into the house. 

“Catch anything?” Eric asked as she entered the kitchen. She had thought he might be upset with her for going fishing without him as they usually went together, but he seemed all right. 

“Just two,” she answered and went to the deck to lay the fish out. 

She sat in her room pondering the best way to go about her business. What did she owe Joanne? Eric? Herself? If she told them her plans they’d never let her go. They’d most likely bind her to a chair until she came to her senses. She hated to think about it, but she would need to lie. 

When it came right down to it Joanne was not Riley’s mother. The woman had no control over what Riley did. Or did she? Did living under the same roof constitute obeying Joanne’s wishes? What exactly were the rules of this relationship? 

Chores and duties were something Riley felt obligated to perform. They were the physical components to being part of the family unit. But what about on a spiritual level? 

Riley truly loved them as if she’d known them her whole life, yet she still had obligations to herself. Joanne had become a mother to her, and Eric a brother, but she still saw them as outsiders in a way. She supposed it was only normal and yet she would do anything for them; die trying to protect them. 

And that was why she would have to lie. 

It was decided then. She would leave a note and depart unannounced in the early morning hours when they were asleep. She hoped they would understand, but knew they wouldn’t. With any luck, she’d return quickly and all would be well. Better even. The decision to seek out a zombie and purposely get bitten had to be the craziest idea on the planet, but it was something she had to do. 


Chapter Sixteen

Seeing It Through

It was pouring outside when Riley finally decided to leave the house. She wasn’t looking forward to the weather, but the booming thunder and harsh rain pelting off the roof—creating quite a racket—would aid in her departure. 

She packed her backpack with some essentials after writing a note to Joanne and Eric, leaving it on the kitchen table. She took a flashlight, bandages, extra ammo, and flint. 

At the front door, she paused, turning around and looking back at the hushed house. Her stomach gurgled with anxiety, the feeling of guilt weighing inside her. She swallowed, feeling a lump in her throat. She knew that what she was doing was incredibly risky, stupid even. After all she and the others had been through, they’d managed to find a degree of peace. She was going to ruin that. Fill them with worry. Possibly grief if she never returned, sending their world into upheaval again. 

With her rifle slung over her shoulder and a rain parka covering her, Riley opened the front door and walked out into the chilly, rain-filled night. 

She walked down the driveway, leaving the flashlight off for the time being. It was almost pitch dark, the sky overhead all but blotted out of existence as if a veil had been lowered. 

It took some time and the occasional poke from a branch, like a small deterrent not to go on, but she made it to the open road. Her eyes had adjusted to the gloom and she was able to make out the vague shapes of trees, bushes and the road. 

The rain was coming down with a fury as if nature was doing everything it could to prevent her from leaving. Regardless of the onslaught, Riley remained mostly dry under the parka. 

Along the open road, she was able to move quicker. Her ears were filled with the constant rush of water, reminding her of the river. It was going to be overflowing after the rains, sending a plethora of fish to her favorite fishing hole where the water pooled. The only reprieve she received from the constant white noise of rain pelting the earth was from the boom of thunder. The occasional lightning flash filled the sky, illuminating the area around her and ruining her night vision. 

Not too far down the road, her feet were already cold and wet. The boots were not as waterproof as she’d thought, her socks nothing more than sponges. She wondered if she should’ve taken the truck. But no, that was exactly what she would’ve been doing—taking. She wasn’t a thief and if she was killed and couldn’t return, she’d be leaving Joanne and Eric without a vehicle. She was on her own just like the decision had been hers alone. 

The farther she traveled, the chillier her body grew. Her boots tripled in weight by the absorption of water. With chattering teeth and blue lips, she trudged onward. By car, the trip to the city would’ve taken no longer than thirty to forty minutes. She had no idea how long it would take by walking. She wished it would stop raining, or at least stop coming down so ferociously. 

She thought about turning back, but decided against it. She was already in motion and returning home, especially if Joanne was waiting, would only prolong the inevitable. 

To her surprise, about ten minutes later, the rain began to let up. Its pelting fierceness became a gentle mist. The moon showed itself occasionally through the rapidly moving clouds. 

Riley smiled, feeling as if she’d made the right decision and luck was on her side. She was still mostly dry except for her feet. Making a fire was out of the question, both time-wise and the fact that the logs and kindling would be soaked through. She trekked on. 

An hour later and she’d made it to Birchwood Road. From there it was only a short way to the highway that would lead her into the city of Poughkeepsie. Hopefully, while traveling along the highway she’d run into a zombie and not have to enter the metropolitan area. 

Not having slept, cold and her legs growing tired, Riley realized it would be best if she sat for a few minutes. It was still dark, but the rain had all but left, leaving the sky clear with a half moon overhead. The surrounding woodlands were pitch black, but the road was illuminated brightly enough, allowing her to see the way. 

Ready to pop a squat in the middle of the road, she heard a dull scraping noise from ahead. Looking up, she saw a figure coming toward her. It was a black silhouette, rocking from side to side as it approached. Riley’s weariness vanished as her heart pumped faster. Her first impulse was to run to the side of the road and hide, but she remained where she was. Whoever it was had most likely seen her. It wouldn’t do her right to take cover anyway. She had a weapon and was a crack shot—the lone figure an easy target. 

Riley readied her rifle, keeping an eye on the figure as it neared. The soft scraping sound grew louder as the figure seemed to walk faster. Hesitant about simply blowing away whoever was approaching, she waited to get a better visual. The person’s arms were at its sides. Any movement that looked threatening and Riley would send a warning shot. The figure drew nearer. 

“Hey, you there,” she said, receiving no reply. As the figure drew closer, the moonlight hitting its body, Riley saw the reason it didn’t answer. 

The undead’s hobbled side-to-side walk was due to it missing a left foot. For as many times as she’d seen the horrible creatures, Riley cringed, disgusted by the abrading sound its tibia and fibula made scraping along the road. Its scalp hung to the side, flapping up and down like a piece of latex. Now, closer, the zombie raised its arms, revealing its interest in her. 

Normally a person might panic upon seeing a member of the living dead, but Riley found herself pleasantly surprised. She would no longer have to head into the city. She was tired, much more than she’d thought she would be, and her ankle, although mostly healed, had begun to pain her. 

Now that she had her zombie, she had to figure out the best course for allowing it to bite her without being mauled. The undead thing was drawing nearer, its moans clearly audible. 

A shotgun would’ve worked better for what she planned to do, but she’d have to make use with the rifle. She took aim and pulled the trigger, silencing the zombie’s annoying moans temporarily. The baggy pants the thing wore made a precision shot difficult, but she’d hit her mark. The zombie’s leg, from the knee down, fell away as if swatted by an invisible force. It tumbled to the ground and kept crawling forward, as if nothing had happened to it. It didn’t care about its leg, only that fresh meat was near and it needed to feed. 

She began gagging as her nostrils filled with the pungent odor of death and decay like a dead fish lying at the edge of an algae-infested pond.. Holding a hand over her nose, she shouldered her weapon and took out the machete. Approaching the downed-but-not-out zombie, she saw how badly decomposed it was, the dingy white of its skeleton showing through on most of its face and arms. 

The zombie’s eyes glowed eerily with life as if its body had no effect on the evil in its head. Riley had never been sure if they were good or evil, or just things reacting to what they were. But now she knew that only evil could cause such things to exist. 

She darted to the left side of the zombie and sliced the arm above the elbow, severing it. The machete had cut easily through the rotten flesh and brittle bone. With one of the zombie’s arms no longer in play, Riley skittered away as it swiped at her with its other appendage. The severed arm’s twitching slowed as its undead life faltered. 

Riley backed away as the sorry creature continued its pursuit of her flesh, the remaining arm its primary source of locomotion. She waited for the zombie to stretch out its arm to pull itself forward, then leaped in and sliced it off just below the shoulder. Like a dying maggot, the withered limb convulsed and shuddered for a few seconds before falling still. 

With only stumps for arms, the zombie still tried crawling. If the scene weren’t so grisly, she might’ve thought it was comical. Its legs kicked in conjunction with its stubs, but ultimately it made no forward progress. Regardless of its very limited ability to move, the thing kept opening and closing its jaw, snapping fruitlessly in Riley’s direction. 

“I’ll give you what you want,” she said with revulsion, staring down at the thing’s face. It was still a dangerous move, but with the zombie unable to grab her she felt confident that after a few nibbles, she could easily pull away. Doubt concerning what she was about to do began entering her mind. Without further thought, she removed her right boot, placed her foot at the zombie’s mouth and waited. 

It didn’t take more than a second before she felt the pain strike her ankle. A cool sensation, like lying naked in snow, gripped her, quickly followed by the searing heat of her flesh ripping as the zombie’s rotted teeth sank into her muscle tissue. Riley fought against her body’s natural reaction to pull her leg away, wanting to make sure the zombie got a decent bite. 

It hadn’t occurred to her until now that she’d used the same ankle that was previously wounded. If she’d thought about it, maybe she should’ve offered her unblemished one. Now walking would be harder for her as the ankle had already started to bother her. Then again, maybe it was better to have one wounded ankle as opposed to two. Either way, it was too late now. 

She clenched her jaw tightly, letting her breath out slowly like a gas leak to keep from screaming out. And even though the zombie had no emotion, no feelings, she wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of knowing how much distress she was in. 

Blood poured from the zombie’s mouth. A thick flap of skin was hanging from her ankle. She’d given it enough of herself. Riley yanked her leg away, but the zombie was quick, closing its jaw around the piece of dangling meat, tearing it free. 

The pain in her ankle was intense, as if she’d been stung by a thousand wasps. It was no longer just the ankle that aggrieved her but her leg too, as the pain rapidly traveled up. “Damn,” she muttered, hoping she hadn’t let the thing have too much. 

Dismayed, watching the zombie chew on her flesh—the sound of her own juicy meat being devoured—Riley hoisted the machete high above her head and brought it down on the corpse’s neck. She heard the snap of its vertebrae before the blade came to a sudden halt as it met the asphalt below. The zombie’s head rolled a few inches away from the body. 

Using the bottled water she brought, Riley doused her leg and cleaned the wound as best she could. To her alarm, she saw that she had let the zombie take too much of her. A rather large, gaping hole showed, revealing tendon and muscle, but no bone. She would need stitches. The blood was flowing fast. 

Rummaging through her pack, she removed gauze and wrapped it around the wound. Immediately, a red bloom appeared on the gauze, soaking it to an almost black color. She took more of the bandages and continued to wrap the wound until the roll was finished. It would have to do for now. 

With nauseating pain, she managed to slip her boot back on, tying the laces tight. She zipped up her pack and went to stand, when she cried out and stumbled to the road. Using the rifle like a crutch, she managed to get to her feet, keeping the weight off her damaged leg. 

She tried walking, putting the least amount of weight on her ankle, but the pain was immense. She wanted to punch herself in the head for being so stupid. If she didn’t die from the bite, she might die from infection or starvation if she couldn’t find help. There was no going back now. She could only move forward with her plan. She would have to deal with the pain, having no choice in the matter. Now that she’d been bitten, she’d have to wait it out, see if she’d survive. If she became sick and joined the undead, none of this would matter anyway. Going back to the house and possibly endangering Joanne and Eric was out of the question. Now she had to walk into the woods, find a tree and handcuff herself to it. 

Wincing through the pain, she began limping toward the woods, ready to proceed with the next part of her plan, when she heard a moan. She stopped in her tracks, refusing to look in the direction it came from. A tinge of what felt like electricity traveled up her spine. Was the zombie she beheaded still alive? No, that was impossible. Turning, she stared at the severed head. It was motionless, clearly dead for good this time. She began wondering if she really had heard something when it came again, but this time the moan became moans. A chorus of the all too familiar sound rang out from down the road. Movement caught her eyes. Looking up, she saw what appeared to be a thick, almost black fog moving toward her—the over-hanging tree limbs, like lovers holding hands, blocking out the moon’s illumination. 

She balanced herself on her uninjured leg, putting most of her body weight on it, and readied her rifle. The moaning grew louder as the dark fog came closer. Riley’s heart fluttered as she swallowed. Dread began to fall over her like the pelting rain from before. Then as the fog came out from the canopy of trees—the moon’s glow falling upon it like a gigantic spotlight—Riley saw what it truly was. A cacophonous horde of undead was ambling her way. 

Her body shaking as if the ground was rumbling, Riley eyed the mass. There were too many of them for her to even think about shooting. They moved together, like one huge insect of rotting and diseased flesh. At least thirty had come into view and still she saw no sign of the end. Riley spun around, shouldering her rifle as she did so, forgetting about her ankle. As pain radiated throughout her body, her ankle screaming at her, she collapsed to the ground. 

She’d royally screwed up this time. Even without her damaged ankle, she’d have a hard time getting away, but with her ankle as it was, she was a sack of zombie food. She wasn’t able to outrun them, even the slow ones would prove fast by her. Turning her head back to the crowd, she saw that there were runners among them, making their way to the front of the pack. 

Raising her rifle as she sat on her haunches, she fired at the closest runner, turning its head to dust. Then, the second went down as quickly as the first. She’d bought herself some time as the others were slower, but to what end? There were surely to be other runners amongst them, working their way to the front. 

Another runner broke through, barreling down at her, arms out as if sleep-running. Riley fired, missing. She fired again, this time hitting her target in the head, blowing the top off. The zombie went down, but rose up quickly, causing her to have to fire again. This time the zombie stayed down after the bullet tore through its face. 

Firing from a seated position was harder than she thought, her body taking more of an impact from the weapon. 

Another zombie came forward, the crowd parting as it came through the front lines. Riley aimed, her arms weakening, and fired. She missed, hitting a female zombie in the front of the crowd in the chest. She waited, letting the runner draw nearer and then fired a bullet, hitting it between the eyes. But it almost didn’t matter as the horde drew close enough now that she could smell their decaying odor like a forewarning of what was to come for her. 

Riley realized her death was imminent and that she’d never get the chance to know for sure if she was special. She wouldn’t become a member of the undead, which she would be thankful for, but she didn’t want to become zombie food either. Fear gripped her chest, her breathing constricted, like a python. She tried getting up again, using the rifle as a crutch, refusing to give up. She would fight to the end, regardless of the futility of it all. Forgetting about the pain and the damage it would cause, she took a leap forward, hoping to run through the agony, but she only fell forward, scraping the palms of her hands. “Damn it,” she cried. She couldn’t outrun them and even if she had time to shoot them all, she had not nearly enough ammo to do so. Sitting up, facing the crowd, Riley closed her eyes and prayed. 


Chapter Seventeen

Consequences

The moaning became all that Riley knew. With her eyes closed, the zombies’ incessant, hungry pleas filled her ears. How bad would getting ripped apart and eaten alive be? Her ankle had been a testament, she guessed, to the degree of anguish that was to befall her. How could she go out like this? She couldn’t and she knew the solution: a bullet to her own brain. Opening her eyes, the wall of undead had drawn closer, their stench overpowering. 

She turned her rifle around so that the barrel pointed toward her chest. She raised it up under her chin and reached for the trigger. Despair further delved into her soul as she realized her arms weren’t long enough to reach the trigger. She would have to rig something and there wasn’t going to be enough time. She closed her eyes again after placing the rifle beside her. 

The moaning grew louder, much, much louder as if the undead were coming at her from behind too. Was that possible? The moaning from behind her became more of a rumble—no, an exertion of machinery. That wasn’t the sound of zombies. Riley spun around, her ankle reminding her how incredibly stupid she’d been, and saw what she hoped would be her salvation: a pair of vehicle headlights. 

The vehicle was approaching rapidly and Riley was worried it might run her over. Getting to her feet, ignoring the pain as best she could, she began waving her arms above her head. The vehicle, which she now believed was a truck of some kind from the sound of its engine, kept coming fast. Maybe the driver had no intention of stopping for her, no matter her plight. With the mass of zombies blocking the road, the driver would need all the momentum to carry the truck through the horde. Not sure what to do, Riley began hobbling toward the woods. 

Reaching soft dirt and wild brush where the asphalt ended, she began limping along the side of the road and in the direction of the vehicle. If the truck passed her by and plowed through enough undead, disabling them, maybe she’d have a chance. 

Staggering along, she watched as the truck began to slow, before swerving to the side of her. It was the Milners’ red pickup truck. The passenger door swung open. “Get your ass in here, now!” Joanne yelled. 

Relief flooded through Riley, her body almost collapsing from the release of pressure. She was going to be saved. 

She began hobbling toward the truck. Joanne was looking over her shoulder at the coming horde. “Come on girl!” The pain was piercing, as if someone was stabbing her in the ankle with each step. Looking to her left, Riley saw that the zombies were within a few feet of the truck. A runner had broken out of the group. 

Reaching the truck’s door, she tossed the rifle inside, placed her knee on the inside of the cab, and grabbed onto Joanne’s outstretched arm. The woman held onto Riley’s forearm, Joanne’s grip like a steel vise of absolute power. She was hauled into the truck and onto the passenger seat. With the door still open and her feet protruding from the cab, the truck lunged forward, but not before Riley felt something tugging at her left foot. 

“One’s got me!” she yelled. “Help, Joanne.” 

“Hold on,” Joanne hollered, slamming on the brakes, sending Riley sliding off the seat and out of the zombie’s grasp. Then she hit the gas again, sending the truck tearing forward and leaving the zombie behind. “Get up off the floor, pull your feet in and shut the door.” 

Riley, grimacing through the pain, climbed from the floor to the seat. “Seat belt,” Joanne said, angrily. Riley managed to get the pack off her back before clicking on her seat belt. 

“What the hell were you thinking?” Joanne screamed. Riley had never seen the woman looking so haggard, even during their escape from the city. Her hair was disheveled and her skin was lined with sweat. Riley didn’t know what to say. She was a conundrum of emotions: relief, shame, pain, joy, sadness. “Well?” Joanne asked and when Riley remained silent, gathering her wits, Joanne continued. “We love you, Riley. Why would you want to leave us?” 

“I… I was planning on coming back,” Riley said. 

“When?” 

“A couple of days… As long as…” she trailed off. 

“As?” 

The truck took a sharp turn, the large tires screeching on the wet pavement. Riley thought Joanne was driving a little erratic and hoped the woman would calm down a bit, but she could understand her angst. 

“As long as I didn’t become a zombie,” Riley answered, her tone somber, and barely audible over the truck’s engine. The truck hit a bump in the road, jostling her and her ankle, sending a painful reminder of what she’d done. 

“Damn it, Riley. Don’t tell me you…” 

“I did,” she said quickly. “I had to know.” Joanne turned on Riley, a medley of horror, anger and disappointment evident on her face. “Look out!” Riley screamed, pointing ahead. 

A group of deer had darted out of the woods and were crossing the road. The first two animals made it across safely, but a few others were blocking the road. Joanne was driving way too fast to stop in time. She tried swerving in between the group of deer, but they were too close together—their natural instinct to appear bigger to any prey. Riley held her arms out, bracing for impact. 

The truck struck one of the deer head-on. The thud was solid, sending a jolt through the entire vehicle. Riley thought they’d collided with a boulder. She watched as the animal flipped up, spinning, onto the truck’s hood. Its legs flailed about wildly as it slid into the windshield. Its weight sent cracks throughout the glass as the deer’s body rolled up and out of view. 

Joanne had lost control of the steering, but quickly gripped the wheel and tugged it to the left. The truck swerved, sending Riley’s head smashing into the passenger window. “Hold on!” Joanne yelled. 

Riley, the pain in her leg forgotten for the moment, watched as the truck headed off the road, the forest fast approaching. The front tires caught on something, sending the truck into a sideways slide, landing with a rocking crash into the ditch alongside the road. Riley’s seat belt dug into her neck like a blade. 

Suddenly all the commotion ceased. The only sounds Riley heard were the crinkling of car parts as the wreck settled. She was leaning sideways in her seat, the truck at an angle, her seat belt keeping her from falling onto Joanne. 

Riley looked down and saw Joanne. She had shattered window fragments in her hair and on her face. Small cuts appeared along her cheeks, neck and forehead. Her eyes were closed, her body limp. 

Riley’s neck stung where the seat belt sliced into her. Using her fingers, she touched the injured area to assess the bleeding. It wasn’t bad as her fingers were hardly smeared. She’d be fine, but she needed to help Joanne. 

“Joanne,” Riley said, hoping to stir her awake. “Joanne.” The woman didn’t answer. Looking at her chest, Riley saw that she was breathing and felt a small amount of tension disperse. 

This was all Riley’s fault. Even leaving at night, without informing anyone and she still managed to hurt the ones she loved. It seemed like life was easier at times when she was alone and no one knew of her existence. But none of that mattered now; her thoughts were ridiculous. She loved having Joanne and Eric in her life and wouldn’t trade them for the world, but at the same time she had to do what she did. Damn, life was so screwed up sometimes. 

Holding onto the strap to keep from falling, she unbuckled her seat belt. The truck’s incline wasn’t too steep, so keeping herself from sliding into Joanne wasn’t a problem. “Joanne,” she said again. “Joanne, wake up.” The woman began to stir, letting out a groan. 

“Riley?” she muttered. 

“Joanne, you’re okay.” 

Joanne opened her eyes. “Well this can’t be good.” 

“We’ll be okay. We crashed.” 

“Damn deer,” she said. Riley smiled. Joanne craned her neck and began moving, pieces of glass and debris falling off of her. “We need to get out of here. The zombies… They’ll be coming.” 

“This far?” 

“If they have trackers among them, which I’m sure they do, they’ll still be able to catch our scent. We aren’t really that far from them and the road is unobstructed—an easy trail for them to follow.” 

Riley climbed out of the passenger window. She grunted with each painful movement, but managed. 

From her view above, Riley saw Joanne’s face begin to glisten with blood as the liquid life flowed from a gash in her scalp. “You’re bleeding.” 

“It’s nothing,” Joanne said, gathering up supplies that tumbled to her side of the car. 

“Looks kind of serious.” Riley had seen a lot of wounds and a lot of blood. Joanne’s wound was gushing. 

Wiping at her face, clearing the blood away from her eyes, Joanne said, “Head wounds bleed a lot.” She felt through her hair until she came across the cut. “Hurts like a bitch, but it’s not deep. I’ll be fine.” 

Joanne handed the bag she’d brought with her and Riley’s backpack to Riley, along with two handguns. “Now help pull my old ass up.” Riley reached as far into the car as her arms would go and helped Joanne out of the window. 

“Now what?” Riley asked, staring at the slanted-in-a-ditch truck. “I can’t walk too well on my leg.” 

“Let’s see it,” Joanne told her. 

“No.” 

“Riley, what the hell’s the matter with you?” Joanne asked, taken aback. “It might be broken.” 

“It’s not,” Riley said, looking down at the wet roadway, shame evident in her tone. “It’s where…” the words were caught in her throat for a moment, but she managed to get them out. “It’s where I was bitten.” She looked up at Joanne. 

The woman’s eyes widened, her stare intense. “You actually went through with it?” 

Riley looked away from the woman that had become a mother to her. She wasn’t ashamed of her decision. No, it was something she’d do again. How could she have known the zombie would take more flesh than she wanted to give? And what were the chances a mass of undead would come ambling down a lone back road? “I’m sorry I got you into this. And I’m sorry I ruined the truck.” She felt tears coming on, breathed deep and fought to hold them back. 

“Riley,” Joanne said, laying a tender hand on her shoulder. “I’d love to discuss this mess with you, but we’ve got to get moving.” 

Joanne helped Riley put on the backpack, stuffing the two handguns into her own pants. “And I pray that you don’t turn and that the Hag was correct and you really are special. I can’t explain what happened to you the first time you were bitten, but…” she turned her back and began walking in the direction of the house, “if you begin to turn, I’ll shoot you myself.” 

Riley was stunned, as if slapped in the face by Joanne’s harsh words. But she knew the woman was right in saying so. Joanne had a son to protect and that meant keeping him as well as herself from harm’s way. And if Riley did become a zombie, she wouldn’t be any different than the rest of the undead. She picked up her rifle and Joanne’s bag. Wincing with each hobbled step, she followed Joanne down the road. 


Chapter Eighteen 

War Zone and Miracles 

Riley’s entire leg was burning with pain, but Joanne refused to stop and Riley didn’t want to cause a problem by resting. She pushed through the hurt. 

They walked for what seemed an eternity. There was no sign of the undead, but Riley knew that didn’t mean they weren’t coming. 

An hour later they arrived at the house. Riley began wondering if maybe they had driven far enough away, and that the sniffers wouldn’t be able to track them. 

“Might’ve gotten lucky with the zombies,” Joanne said, as if reading Riley’s mind, as she and Riley huffed up the stairs to the house. They each took a minute to rest as they collapsed on the couch. “Can’t rest long. Just in case.” 

Riley limped to a first aid kit in the kitchen. She cleaned her wound again, this time making sure she did a decent job before bandaging it up again. She would have to make sure, if she didn’t turn, to keep the wound clean or the relief of not becoming a zombie wouldn’t matter. Infection could set in and kill her. 

Eric was woken up and told they were going into lock-down mode. Weapons and ammo were rounded up and placed in the living room: twenty rifles of various caliber, twelve handguns, two compound bows with forty-two arrows, a dozen grenades, forty sticks of dynamite and ten homemade pipe bombs. The dynamite was found on a construction site not far from the Milners and the grenades were acquired from a damaged military truck sitting off the road in the brush along the Thruway. 

Next, Riley and Eric tied sticks of dynamite to the arrows while Joanne went around the house making sure all the doors and windows were locked. The only way into the house, not that zombies could think to use doors, was up the front porch stairs. 

With the assortment of weapons at their disposal, the three combatants took their posts on the front porch and waited. 

“I don’t think they’re coming,” Eric said. “They would’ve been here by now. Wouldn’t they?” Then as if on cue, a low, almost humming sound, could be heard in the distance. “What’s that?” 

“It’s them,” Riley said. “I’ll never forget the sound of so many of them together.” Eric’s face paled. “It’ll be all right, Eric,” Riley told him, trying to sound sure of herself. But deep inside, her stomach churned as if worms were at work. 

“We’ll be fine sweetie,” Joanne offered, not taking her eyes from the bend in the driveway. “Just keep them from getting up here and we’ll take care of the rest.” 

Within minutes the zombies appeared. They came down the driveway like an unwelcome and out-of-tune marching band. 

“You’re on, kid,” Riley told Eric. 

Eric, using a match, lit the small torch that Joanne had made. The end, doused with kerosene, caught in a blaze, and he was ready to go to work. 

Joanne and Riley stood to either side of him with bows and dynamite-arrows at the ready. “Aim for the mass of them,” Joanne commanded. “And the bigger of the groups if they begin to separate. The explosions should blow off the limbs making them less of a threat, and hopefully we’ll destroy some of their brains too.” 

Riley pulled back her bow string. “Light me up.” Eric brought the torch’s flame to the dynamite’s fuse. The fuse ignited and began to burn, a snake-like hiss filling their ears. Riley released her hold on the string, sending the dynamite-arrow in the air. It arched across the sky and landed in the shoulder of a zombie. Completely unfazed, the thing kept walking forward. 

Eric had already lit Joanne’s arrow. Riley watched it fly as she readied another arrow herself. It sailed into the air as the previous one she’d fired ignited, blowing a hole in the zombie line. 

The sight was awesome. Zombie body parts flew away from each other, their rotted corpses disintegrating into bits of flesh and bone. The zombie line was missing a piece now, but within seconds it filled in as if the throng was a liquid mass. 

Joanne’s arrow, which had hit a zombie in the chest farther down the line, exploded. Another gaping hole was created in the crowd of undead, but again quickly filled in. Riley and Joanne’s first shots had crippled about twenty zombies in total. A small number, but a decent start. 

More arrows were launched into the approaching horde, as zombie after zombie was ripped apart and left either motionless or crawling feebly. But no matter how much damage they did, the zombies kept onward without a care in the world for their safety. 

By the time the last dynamite-arrow was fired, Riley guessed there were about seventy-five maimed or dead zombies. Some of the nearby foliage had caught fire, leaving the battleground looking like a scene from what Riley imagined Hell might look like. 

She’d read history books and had viewed photographs of Civil War battlefields. Pictures of dead and wounded soldiers littered the pages, the front yard resembling the scenes in those textbooks. 

Bodies missing arms and legs, intestines trailing behind like the tentacles of a dead squid, crawled toward the house. The zombies missing all their limbs, reduced to sacks of squirming meat, writhed around with endless abandon. The undead’s resolve was daunting, as if they truly believed they had a chance to reach a meal. But it wasn’t anything they could help, Riley guessed. They were like robots in a way, programmed with a single purpose: to eat human flesh. 

“Use the grenades,” Joanne said. “Riley, get on the runners.” 

The wave of undead kept coming. Grenades exploded, sending bodies this way and that, the shrapnel tearing through rotted flesh. 

Riley had taken up her rifle, firing at the fast zombies, the runners. Hitting the runners, with their bobbing heads, proved to be a challenge, but in the case of the slow-walking zombies, it was like shooting the side of a mountain. 

The grenades hadn’t done as good of a job as the dynamite had at crippling the undead. “There must be a hundred left,” Riley said as she continued firing into the crowd. 

“At least we’ve taken most of their numbers and we’re safe up here on the deck.” 

Eric had moved to the stairs as the zombies drew closer to the house. He blasted any undead that tried to make their way up and soon the bodies piled too high, creating an impenetrable wall. 

Riley and Joanne continued shooting, taking aimed shots at heads. Soon the deck was shaking, surrounded by zombies. The mass was directly under them, arms raised and groping at air, like a crowd of eager fans at a rock concert. 

It took some time, Riley’s arms like rubber, her trigger finger numb, but between herself, Joanne and Eric, the zombie horde was reduced to only the crippled. 

Riley and the others were exhausted, their ears ringing from the explosions and constant firing of weapons. She had used four different rifles, running out of ammo for three of them. 

With nothing but the crippled zombies left, the group took up handguns, walking through the yard and finishing off the undead. After hours of monotonous pulling of triggers, the group was done. They went inside, all beyond tired, and fell, resting with relief. 

Later that afternoon, Riley woke. The pain in her ankle was intense and she wondered how she’d been able to sleep at all. 

The front yard resembled something Hell threw up. Burnt cinders from trees stood over hundreds of rotting, dead corpses. The air smelled of death and decay, a pungent odor that Riley knew would haunt the area for months to come. They had a lot of work ahead of them. Cleaning up the mess would take lots of time and energy, the area forever tarnished with death. 

That night during dinner, no one said much. They were all still exhausted, eating only to give their bodies sustenance before crawling to bed. 

“We did it,” Joanne said, breaking the silence. 

“That’s for sure,” Eric said, sighing. 

“Going to be some clean-up,” Riley added. “And we can’t take our time with it. The odor will attract others.” 

“I don’t think there are any more,” Eric said, jokingly. 

“I still don’t understand where they all came from,” Joanne said. “And why they came here.” 

“They followed the sniffers,” Riley said, shoveling a piece of soft deer meat into her mouth. 

“No, not that amount. Undead will follow sniffers, but that many? And for that far?” 

“That far?” Eric asked. 

“Yeah,” Joanne said. “The only way there were that many undead was if they came from the city. How the hell they followed us from there… I mean we left the city so long ago…” she trailed off, having no answer it seemed. Riley began to wonder if it had anything to do with her, but said nothing. 

After dinner Joanne asked Eric to let herself and Riley have some time alone to talk. “Girl talk,” she said. He gladly left for his room after rolling his eyes. “Good, I’m going to sleep. Wake me when it’s my turn to stand guard.” 

“Honey-tea?” Joanne asked. 

“Sure,” Riley said. 

Joanne left the kitchen area, going to the wood stove in the living room where a kettle sat with boiling water inside. Using a blackened oven mitt, she removed the kettle from on top and returned to the kitchen table with it. 

Riley had put a teaspoon’s worth of honey into her cup. Joanne poured the scalding liquid, melting the honey into a mixable state. The tea bags had long been finished, both females missing the once so common beverage. Honey had no expiration date, and they had plenty of it from the bunker. 

“Where do you think all the undead came from, really?” Riley asked. 

“Had to be the city. It just creeps me out that they’d come all the way here, as if we were the only meat left in the area and they smelled us out.” Joanne sipped her honey-water tea. “But that’s not what I want to talk about now anyway.” 

Riley stared at the steam coming off of her cup. “I know, but do you think it’s something we need to worry about? We are extremely low on weaponry now.” 

Joanne didn’t answer, her face looking perplexed. “Let me see your leg.” 

Riley put her cup down. She drew in a deep breath, exhaled. “It’s ugly.” She slid her pant leg up. The bandage had a large red stain showing through and Riley wasn’t surprised. With all the action that had taken place earlier, she was surprised that she made it through the day. 

Taking off the bandage, Riley saw that the wound was raw and fleshy. Fresh blood leaked from small areas, the damage already healing in places. 

“No purple veins or discoloration, but I have to lock you in the basement. I’m too tired to stand watch over you.” 

“I know,” Riley said. “My plan was to stay cuffed to a tree until I knew for sure.” Her heart sank inside her chest like a stone. “Obviously it didn’t work out that way.” 

Joanne dressed Riley’s ankle with a fresh bandage. Standing before her, tears in her eyes, she asked, “Can you tell me why you needed to do this?” 

“I had to know.” 

“Why?” Tears fell down Joanne’s cheeks. Riley felt the weight of the woman’s sadness, pushing down on her like an elephant. “What’s the point?” 

“For a cure,” Riley said, fighting off the need to join in with tears. “To find out who I really am.” Joanne was pacing back and forth. 

“Who you are?” Joanne asked, incredulously. “You’re my daughter, Riley. Eric’s sister. I don’t care if you came to us so late in life. You’re family. We need you alive.” She paused, staring at Riley. “You’re not alone anymore.” 

Riley had never seen Joanne so distraught, not even after George died. 

“I love you guys too,” Riley said, her voice squeaky. “More than you could ever know. I’ve told you my story, so you know how I want to be loved and how much you guys mean to me.” She fought back the incredible need to cry, her voice trembling. 

“Then why take a chance at destroying it? Family is all but a forgotten relic in this world. We have something so powerful that no zombie or evil can ever take away, unless we let it.” Joanne paused, then stomped the floor. “Damn it, I can’t take losing another member of this family.” 

Riley stood up. She limped over to Joanne who was standing, shaking, and hugged the woman. “The world is dying,” Riley whispered, through tears. “If there’s a chance for a cure, for turning all this around, then I have to try.” 

That night, Riley stayed in the basement. She took a book to read by candle light, not knowing if she’d be able to sleep. But to her surprise, even with her ankle burning, she grew tired and nodded off. 

“Riley,” a voice said. She felt her body shaking, but not because she was cold. Someone was rocking her gently. The voice was Joanne’s. Opening her eyes, she saw the woman’s pleasant face close to hers. “Oh my God, Riley, you look…” tears filled her eyes, “fine.” 

Riley sat up slowly. “Yeah, I feel fine too.” She threw off the covers and undid her bandages. The wound looked the same as it did yesterday—no ugly purple veins or skin discoloration. 

“It’s a fucking miracle,” Joanne cried. The woman grabbed Riley, falling onto the mattress, embracing her. “You’re fine, fine. You didn’t change or get sick.” Finally Joanne pulled herself up, Riley following. 

“No, I don’t think so,” Riley said. 

Joanne’s smile faltered. She looked worried. “What do you mean?” 

“It wasn’t a miracle, unless you consider science a miracle.” 


Chapter Nineteen 

Information

Riley told Eric and Joanne about her dreams of the lab. About the scientists and how zombies overran the place and how her favorite scientist rescued her, giving her to her dad, or at least the man she knew to be her father. Even though her past was shrouded in mystery, her father’s true identity unknown, Riley felt good for the first time in a long time. Things were clicking, or at least she felt as if they were. The world was a huge place and strange things were about, but she had never heard of anyone surviving a bite from a zombie. The Hag had been correct about her and she needed to know more. 

“A lab with scientists?” Eric asked. “Sounds like something out of a science fiction book.” 

“It’s real. I was there.” 

“You don’t know that,” Joanne said, cutting into deer meat. With the small amount of livestock left, food variety was scarce, the meals monotonous. “They could just be dreams. I’ve had repeat dreams with the same people and places, including places that I’ve never been to before.” 

“It might explain the numbers tattooed on my neck,” Riley said, excitedly, not wanting to listen to Joanne. 

“What numbers?” Eric asked. 

Riley glanced at Joanne. “We never mentioned them to him. Didn’t think about them really, figured with the end of the world and all they really weren’t that strange.” Joanne turned to Eric. “Riley has a bunch of numbers tattooed on the back of her neck, just below her hairline.” 

Riley, sitting adjacent to Eric, leaned over and pulled her hair back. “See?” 

Eric’s eyes widened. “I’ve seen numbers like that before.” 

Riley let her hair fall back down. “Where?” 

“When I was being held at the gang’s compound. There was a boy with numbers just like those tattooed behind his head.” 

The room went quiet and Eric seemed to shrink into himself. “What?” 

“Tell me everything,” Riley demanded. Joanne sat still. 

“I don’t know much. His name was Oliver. He arrived shortly before Mom rescued me. Said he was from a little town called Crown Point in Upstate New York. He was captured by a nomadic gang while traveling with his convoy, looking for supplies, and sold to the gang that held us. He said he was even bitten by a zombie when he lived Upstate, showed me the bite mark, but I didn’t believe him because no one survives a zombie’s bite.” 

“Crown Point?” Riley asked. 

“Yeah, said his father was some super smart scientist working on a zombie cure.” Riley stared at Joanne, whose mouth was hanging open now. 

“What happened after Joanne rescued you?” Riley asked, hardly able to contain herself, breakfast forgotten. 

“I…don’t know,” Eric said, hesitantly, dropping his food to his plate. “Never saw him again.” 

Riley jumped up, her chair tipping over. “We have to go back and search for him.” 

“Riley,” Joanne said. “Sit down. We aren’t going back. We can’t. The city’s too dangerous. Have you learned nothing?” 

“This is the chance to learn so much,” Riley argued. “Don’t you get it? My whole life is a mystery, a lie. I don’t even know if my father was my father anymore. I have to find out if there are others like me, like this Oliver. We have to find him.” 

Joanne looked perplexed, her jaw muscles flexing, her nostrils opening and closing with deep breaths. 

“This is more important than us,” Riley continued. “This is our chance to make a difference. To bring about a change to the world. I’ve seen too much death and a world that has moved backward when we should be moving forward and I’ll do anything to change that.” 

Joanne looked at Eric, tears filling her eyes. “You’re right, but I don’t want to lose either of you. We have a life here damn it and a good one. What are the chances you’ll find this kid and find him alive?” 

“Probably not good, but we’ve got to try,” Riley pleaded. “I’m going back, I have to.” Eric had remained quiet, unmoving, as if he’d been turned to stone, finally speaking up. 

“You can’t,” he said, somberly. 

“Eric, we have to find Oliver, he’s the key to figuring this out.” 

“No!” he said, almost shouting. 

Riley was taken aback. She’d never heard the kid yell with such ferocity in his voice. “Why not?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “Eric?” trying to draw a look from him. “Why not?” 

“Eric, sweetie?” Joanne added, her voice soft. 

“Because he’s dead, okay,” Eric yelled, his arms crossed in front of his chest. “I saw him get shot by one of the gang as I was running away with Mom. I saw his brains splatter all over the road.” Eric was crying now, but he kept talking. “I wanted to forget about that. It was the worst thing I ever saw. A kid my age getting killed. I have nightmares about it every night.” 

Riley was speechless. Eric had endured so much and unlike Riley, Eric was coddled and sheltered, living in a make-believe world with his family until the gang ripped him into the real one. Joanne got up off her seat, went over to Eric and wrapped her arms around him. He turned into her chest and bawled like crazy, his cries muffled by Joanne’s sweater. 

Riley felt bad for the kid and didn’t want to push it, but there was something bigger than all of them at work here. A possible zombie cure? She had to pursue whatever leads she had, starting with getting herself to Crown Point. 

“I’m sorry, Eric,” she said, coming over to him and rubbing his shoulders as he cried. “We’ve all seen horrible things and this is our chance to do something about it. Don’t you want to live in a world without the undead? Without lawless gangs?” 

“Riley,” Joanne said, softly. “He’s been through enough.” 

“Joanne,” Riley began, but the woman held out her hand, palm out. “We’ll talk about it later.” 

“No,” Eric’s muffled voice said. He pulled away from his mother. “I do want the zombies to die, all of them. I want to live like you and Daddy did before the world went to hell.” Riley smiled at the kid’s use of the word hell for he hardly said anything like it. “There’s nothing left here, Mom. We might as well move on and help Riley.” 

“I don’t know,” she said, looking around the room. “We’ve lived here for so long. This is our home.” She looked on the verge of tears. 

“I love this place and Dad’s buried here, but I think he’d want us to do this. To make a better life.” 

“You two are pains in the ass, you know that?” Joanne said, laughing through tears. “You’re pretty mature for a nine-year-old.” 

“I know,” Eric said. He’d stopped crying and was wiping the remaining wetness from his cheeks. 

“We’re basically out of food anyway. So it’s agreed then,” Joanne said. “We’re going to Crown Point.” 


Chapter Twenty

Open Road

The first thing needed was an automobile. The truck was out of commission. Joanne and Riley walked back to the pickup and grabbed the battery. They would need it to jump start the next vehicle they found, which it turned out was only two miles away at a residence. Joanne remembered it from when she and George had scouted the area. It might’ve been a smart idea to have had two cars, but George thought it best to concentrate on the upkeep of one and gas was in  very limited supply. George had made sure during their scavenging missions that they took as much gasoline back with them as they were able, siphoning gas tanks and storing it in sealed barrels at the house. 

The vehicle they found—using a bicycle pump to re-inflate the tires—was a Chevy Malibu. Whoever the owner had been had kept the car in immaculate condition. And once the dust was off, the vehicle looked like it had come from a showroom floor. The battery was indeed dead, but after using the pickup’s battery and a little engine cleaning, the car started. 

They drove back to the house and proceeded to pack the Malibu with essentials: guns, ammo, food, clothes, first aid items, fishing gear and a few personal mementos. 

The house was boarded up—not that that would keep intruders out, but it made the place look unappealing and dreary. 

Before departing, Riley made some journal entries about her last days at the house, what was discovered and where she and the others were going. She’d wanted to keep it with her in the car, but knew it would be a distraction so she placed it in the trunk with some of her other personal items.

Riley felt her breath catch in her chest as she sat in the passenger seat and watched the house grow smaller as they drove away. Joanne and Eric, who’d lived there for years—Eric his whole life—had tearful faces. The boy could be heard quietly sniffling for the first few miles. 

They reached the New York State Thruway, also known as I-87, and headed north. Eric’s job was to keep an eye on the road from behind while Riley watched everything in front with Joanne. 

Two hours into the trip and they’d passed forgotten vehicles in and alongside the road. They encountered no people, and only a limited number of undead meandering along the highway like lost hitchhikers. The world, as Riley knew it, was very much dead. A wasteland. It had been some time since she’d been alone, but the scenery before her quickly reminded her of how fortunate she was to have found a family. 

The car ride was eerily quiet; the tires on the asphalt and the engine’s hum were the only sounds. Riley was almost lost in concentration, thinking about her past and what the future might hold. Eric occasionally asked, “How much farther,” but other than that no one said a word. 

She figured the tenseness filling the car was due to the adjustment of being thrust into the unknown and being out in the open, away from the house—a place all three called home. Joanne had always relied on George when they went out. Now she was the leader, the decision-maker. She had shared a few of these thoughts with Riley before they left, Riley assuring her that together they made a great team. But nonetheless, during the actual ride, all three proved to be anxious. 

From her time on the road, Riley knew how barren the highways could be. It was the cities that they really needed to fear, filled with the living and the undead. They weren’t exactly going through the city of Albany, but would be on the outskirts of it. The closer the car came to the former capital of New York State, the greater the feeling of unease and trepidation grew. What if another gang noticed them? 

Just outside of Albany, near the once-prominent Galleria Mall, they exited the Thruway to get onto Route 74 East. Joanne stopped the car about a hundred feet from the set of tollbooths. All the lanes were blocked off with vehicles, logs and sections of guardrail, except for one. 

“Trap?” Riley asked. 

“Looks like,” Joanne said. The woman’s eyes were slits, scanning the area ahead. “Eric, keep an eye on the woods.” 

To the right and behind stood the roadway they came from and tall grasses. On the left side of the vehicle, about eighty feet away, was thick forest. And just beyond the wooded land, a few miles or so, was the city of Albany. 

Grabbing a pair of binoculars, Riley looked at the open lane. Dark stains, almost brown in color, covered the walls of the booths to either side. Burnt markings like charcoal-drawn flowers also decorated the area. Some type of small explosives had gone off in the lane. The glass from the booths was gone, only jagged pieces like broken teeth remaining. 

“Anything in the lane that might pop our tires?” Joanne asked. 

Riley knew Joanne wasn’t talking about metal or glass. The woman was referring to barbed wire or spiked chains. “Nothing,” Riley answered. “Looks clear.” 

“I don’t like it,” Joanne said. “Too quiet.” She laughed. “We drive on through like everything’s okay and wham, they hit us with something. Kill or capture us. And I’m guessing capture when they see two females and a kid.” 

“Someone’s coming,” Eric said. 

Riley spun around in her seat, rifle ready. She saw two zombies coming from the woods and let out a sigh of relief. At least they weren’t human. She would much rather deal with the undead than the living when it came time to battle. 

“Shit,” Joanne said. 

“What do you want to do?” Riley asked. 

“We don’t have much of a choice. Can you take them out at this range?” 

Riley smiled. “I’m offended by the question.” 

“The gunshots will alert anything in the area to us,” Joanne reminded her. “Don’t miss. The less shooting the better.” Keeping an eye on the tollbooths ahead, Joanne said, “Eric, keep a lookout on our right. Watch the grass for movement.” 

Riley understood the scenario. They couldn’t let the zombies get close and become a distraction, giving a potential enemy an easier chance to attack. Once Riley was outside the car, she’d be an effortless target for a sniper. 

She opened the car door and stepped out, leaving the door ajar. Using the hood of the car, she aimed the rifle and shot the first zombie. Its head became a burst of red mist, the body falling to the ground. A moment later, the gunshot echoing in the distance, the second zombie was down. She remained in position, watching the woods. If there was a gun trained on her, the shooter wasn’t planning on taking her out. Branches began snapping from the tree line. She focused on her task, letting out a slow breath to calm her body. 

Another zombie came out of the woods, but Riley quickly put it down. 

“Riley,” Joanne called. “Get in.” 

The girl took a quick glance toward the woods before returning to the vehicle. More zombies, three in number, were ambling out of the woods. 

“Think we waited long enough?” Joanne asked, but Riley knew it wasn’t a question. She answered anyway. 

“There’s no way around,” Riley said. “Looks like we go through.” 

“Put your seat belts on, the both of you,” Joanne ordered. 

The car’s engine began to rev as Joanne pressed the gas pedal. Riley fastened her belt and heard Eric do the same. Joanne’s was already on. 

The car lurched forward, the Malibu’s pickup still strong. Riley felt herself pushed back into the seat. She eyed the speedometer as the needle moved. The car reached fifty miles per hour when they went through the tollbooth lane. A second later they were through, unscathed. She had been holding her breath, finally able to let it out, when a loud bang rang out. The car swerved and Riley saw Joanne fighting to keep control. The woman was able to steer the car to the side of the road and stop. 

“What happened?” Eric asked, panic in his voice. 

“Flat tire,” Joanne said. She kept the car running. 

“From?” Riley questioned, afraid to ask. 

“Didn’t hear anything beforehand like a gunshot,” Joanne answered, “so unless we were hit by an arrow I’m assuming we ran over something.” 

“More zombies coming from the woods,” Eric said. 

“Crap,” Joanne answered. She undid her seat belt and got out of the car. Riley watched her walk around to the front. “Tire’s shredded. We must’ve hit a piece of sharp metal or something.” She looked toward the woods. “Riley, Eric, get out here and start picking these things off while I change the tire.” 

Riley looked back. At least ten zombies were coming up the road from behind. Her shots must’ve alerted them. The city was on the other side of the forest. An almost unlimited number could be coming. 

Joanne ran to the trunk and began unpacking the supplies so she could get to the spare. Riley and Eric took up position with rifles and began putting down any zombies that came their way. Eric turned out to be a decent shot, but not nearly as accurate from a distance as Riley. 

They’d taken out close to twenty undead, but more were coming. Riley couldn’t believe how a deserted area, so quiet and still one minute, had become overrun with undead, the air filled with their moaning cries. The scene reminded her of when she was out on the road in the rain. The horrible memory returned like a nightmare, causing her to shudder. 

“Joanne,” Riley yelled. “How’s it going?” 

“One of the damn lugs is stuck,” she hollered back. 

“There’s too many of them, Joanne. We’ll be overrun soon.” The zombies were pouring through the one open lane. Riley saw it now as a blessing. If all the lanes were open, they wouldn’t have had a chance, and surely been overrun by now. 

“The blocked lanes are keeping them from really pouring in, but there’s just so many. We need to get out of here soon.” 

“Hold the line,” Joanne ordered. “I’m working here. We’ll make it.”

Riley and Eric continued to shoot. Eric had to change guns as he ran out of ammo for the one he was using. With every zombie that went down, two more came through the lane. 

The undead continued to pour from the lane, the mass now only twenty feet away. 

“Almost done,” Joanne announced. 

“Mom,” Eric yelled. 

“Hold on, sweetie.” 

Riley continued to fire along with Eric. His shots were beginning to miss, hitting the zombies in areas that didn’t stop them. Riley knew the kid was about to lose it. 

“Okay,” Joanne called out. “Get in.” 

Eric turned, jumping into the backseat. Riley saw the amount of supplies on the ground. She turned to see where Joanne was. “Joanne, the supplies.” 

“Forget it Riley, we need to leave now.” 

Riley could smell the rot. Turning she saw the undead were closer, ten feet away. There had been no runners surprisingly and that had been a lucky thing. Taking one last glance at the items strewn about on the road, she sighed before climbing into the car. Joanne hit the gas and the three survivors sped away. 


Chapter Twenty-One

Close

They drove onward. A large portion of clothing, food, first aid and personal items were gone, left behind for the undead to trample—Riley’s journal among the articles. Silence ensued for a while after the departure from the tollbooths. Everyone seemed rattled, Riley still shaking the memories of her time on the road when she was nearly devoured alive if not for Joanne. 

“That was too scary,” Eric finally blurted out. 

“You can say that again,” Riley said, echoing the boy’s sentiment. 

“And that’s why we don’t stop when we don’t have to,” Joanne added. 

“Would this be a bad time to tell you I have to pee?” Eric asked. Silence followed the question, tension seeming to fill the air like a heavy stench before Joanne burst into laughter. Eric and Riley joined in, a combination of nervous tension being released with the simple need to laugh. 

“I…have to…go too,” Riley said, still laughing. 

“Seeing that we all got the crap scared out of us, I think we could all use a release,” Joanne said, slowing the car down. She pulled over to the side of the road, the divots in the asphalt making Riley’s teeth chatter as if she were chilly. Riley wondered why Joanne felt the need to pull over, guessing it was force of habit. With today’s barren roads, one could sit in the middle of the street and not see a vehicle for months. 

The stretch of highway they stopped on had open fields of tall golden wheat to either side, allowing Riley to feel a degree of safety. She knew without being told it was the reason Joanne stopped the car, or else the woman would’ve waited for a safer area. But still, they went separately, one at a time, with the other two on the lookout, guns in hand. After finishing up, they climbed in the car and headed onward. 

The drive over and through the Adirondack Mountains was a welcomed sight. Riley and the others had grown tired of the same old views—open fields and straight-away highway. The various maples, oaks and pines reminded Riley of her time spent in the cabin at Roscoe. She had had the worst of times and the best of times there. Oddly enough, she had grown somewhat used to the loneliness, having had to live and survive by herself. How she would love to see the place again, if only for a moment, and visit her father’s grave too. She’d sit by the headstone, if it still stood, and ask questions she wouldn’t get answers to. Was he really her father? Even if he didn’t share the same DNA with her, it ultimately didn’t matter. The man had raised her and he was her father, but she still had questions. 

Riley stuck her arm out of the window, feeling the cool mountain air against her skin. Keeping her fingers together, creating an airplane-like wing, she let it soar up and down. The last time she’d done this had been with Jack. Even though she hadn’t known him for long, she found herself missing him, grateful for all he had done for her. She should’ve at least buried him, instead of leaving him to rot in the road. But she’d been a mess and had no shovel. Looking out at the trees rushing by, she whispered how sorry she was and hoped Jack, wherever he was, forgave her. 

Halfway up the mountain, Joanne pulled the car over at a rest stop—a patch of blacktop laid out in front of a small lake with a guardrail separating the two. 

“Thought it might be a good place to eat lunch and stretch our legs. We’re in the Catskills, which at one time was protected by the Parks Department. There are no residences anywhere near here so we should be all right. But bring your guns and keep an eye out anyway.” 

They sat on the guardrail and ate lunch, enjoying the scenery. Thick forest surrounded the lake, with the back wall a sheer cliff of smooth rock. Flowers bloomed along the water’s edge and birds sung in the trees. Riley thought the place was magical—a place without the undead. 

Once they were over the mountain, the road leveled out and ran alongside a large body of water. According to the map, it was the beginnings of Lake Champlain. They passed residences, bars, town halls, shops, and all were extremely close to the road. The little backwoods towns must’ve been cute at one time, but now they were “scary” as Eric put it. 

Eventually the road led to the destination the group desired, Crown Point. They drove through the town at a steady pace, taking in the sights and looking for any signs of people. 

Crown Point was a typical small country town. They passed the local elementary and high schools, a few churches, a diner, a hardware store and two gas stations. Everything looked deserted, clearly a ghost town now. They reached the end of town quickly, the road opening up to woodlands with houses sporadically spread out. 

“How are we supposed to find a secret lab here?” Eric asked. 

“You said Oliver told you his village was on the water, on Lake Champlain, so that’s where we’re heading. Hopefully we’ll find something there. According to the map, once we hit Bridge Road, there’s only about twenty miles of lakefront.” 

They came over a hill, driving slowly, and as they crested the peak, something was blocking the road below. Joanne let the car crawl closer until the thing in the road could be identified. It was a roadblock, a makeshift gate, covered with aluminum siding and barbed wire. 

“Great,” Eric said. 

“You should be keeping an eye to our rear,” Joanne reminded him. She stopped the car. 

“According to the map,” Riley said, “we’re still about five miles from Bridge Road.” 

“This could be an outpost,” Joanne said. “Whether it’s a new one or an old one no longer functioning, I don’t know, but we’ll need to open it.” 

“Oliver said his people were friendly,” Eric reminded them. “Not a ruthless gang, but loving and caring people.” 

“We don’t assume anything,” Joanne said. “His people might not even be here anymore.” 

“So what do you…” Riley began, but was cut off, startled into silence. 

“Don’t move!” yelled a voice from the trees. Riley turned to look. Three men holding rifles were coming from the forest. Panic struck her like a hammer to the head. She held her rifle, wondering if she could get off a couple of accurate shots before they fired. She and the others were sitting ducks unless Joanne floored it, but the gate ahead would only stop them. Riley looked to Joanne. The woman was contemplating something; a look of inner turmoil going on. Riley guessed Joanne was thinking the same thing as herself. 

“Shit,” Joanne mumbled and Riley knew they’d be going nowhere except where the men wanted them to go. 

“Out of the car,” the man said. Riley saw two more men with guns approach from the other side of the road. They’d been waiting, using the roadblock as a distraction point, knowing that a fleeing vehicle wouldn’t get far. Riley swallowed, fear clutching her chest, knowing there would be no escaping this time. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Village

They were driven, chained together like criminals, in the back of a van to a walled-in village along Lake Champlain. Riley guessed it was the place Eric’s friend had told them about. No one spoke to them during the ride, but they weren’t mistreated either, being left alone. 

As the van rolled along the road, Riley saw the encompassing wall that surrounded the village. The place was huge. 

The wall stood about twenty feet from the road. A wide, automobile-lengthditch ran alongside the wall, resembling a moat. Whether water or some other material lay inside, Riley could not tell—her vantage point too low. The wall itself looked to be constructed from steel beams sticking upright like fence posts, and cut timber piled on top of each other at least fifteen feet in height. Razor wire, circular in pattern, lay along the top. Riley saw guards walking behind the wire, guns slung over their shoulders. The place was a fortress. 

The van entered through two large doors that looked like they were made for a giant. Stopping just inside the entrance, Riley glanced over her shoulder to watch as the humongous doors were closed, her spirit sinking like a rock in a pond. Thick wooden planks were slotted into place, securing the doors. 

They were led from the van down one of the dirt paths in the village to a colonial house. Riley glanced around, taking in her surroundings. The buildings appeared to be in good shape, looking freshly painted. In the distance, not too far away, she saw cows and chickens. People milled about, carrying tools and whatnot, glancing at the newcomers, but ultimately not showing much interest. Another day in the new world. 

Inside the house, the group was led to a room with couches and made to wait. They were offered water to drink and their chains were removed. Two guards stood to either side of the door to the room. 

Riley noticed how well the interior of the room was maintained. Pictures of landscapes—mountains, rivers and a desert—hung on the walls. The floor was swept clean and a beautiful bright red Oriental rug sat under the coffee table. Lanterns hung on the walls, not lit. 

An elderly man with a neatly trimmed white beard entered the room. The only hair remaining on his head was a band of white just above his ears. His face was smooth, not weathered like so many people Riley had seen. He was a large man, not fat, appearing to be in decent shape. He took a seat on the couch across from her and the others. 

“My name is Warren Blake,” he said, his voice gentle as if speaking to children. “I’m the leader of this community.” He looked from Joanne to Eric, stopping on Riley. He seemed to be pondering something before asking, “And what are your names?” 

“Joanne,” Joanne said. “This is my son, Eric, and my daughter, Riley.” The man smiled, his eyes appearing soft. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all. I’m sorry for the harsh treatment, but we have to be careful.” Looking around, before gesturing toward a window, he said, “As you can see, we have developed a community here and we need to do everything possible to keep it that way.” 

Riley kept her eyes on the man, not following his or the others’ as they gazed out the window. He seemed genuine enough, but she held onto her trepidation of the whole situation. She’d seen too many horrible things to trust in a stranger. 

“May I ask where you were going?” he said, and when no one spoke up he sighed, nodding his head slightly. “I see. We are a peaceful people, wanting nothing more than to try and lead as normal of lives as possible. But we have our resolve. We are headstrong and organized and will fight to the death for what is justly our right as humans. Don’t let our treatment of you, so far, be looked upon as weakness.” He looked into their eyes, stopping on Riley’s. His face was vacant, but his eyes had a fierce iciness about them now. The man meant business. “Where were you heading when my men intercepted you?” 

“Here,” Riley blurted out. She was tired of everything. The games, the deception, the secrets. This man was a good person, at least she assumed so, but if someone didn’t tell him what he wanted to hear it would only get bad for them. She truly believed this was the place they sought and it was time to find out. 

The old man’s white eyebrows shot up. “So, word about our community reached you? And where do you come from?” 

“Poughkeepsie,” Joanne said. She looked to Riley and Riley understood that the woman had the same feelings about talking as she did. “We don’t want trouble,” Joanne added, turning back to face Warren. “We just came here looking for a…lab.” 

Again the man appeared to be taken aback. “A lab, you say?” 

“Yes,” Riley answered. 

“And why were you looking for this lab?” 

“To find a…” Riley began, but was interrupted. 

“I met a boy,” Eric said. Riley guessed he wanted in on the conversation, picking up that the truth was being told, but Riley hadn’t wanted to reveal too much just yet. 

“Said he lived in a village in a town called Crown Point along Lake Champlain.” 

“Where did you meet this boy?” The man’s voice sounded desperate. He knew him. 

“In a gang’s encampment.”

“What…was his name?” the man asked, his voice solemn. 

“Oliver,” Eric said. 

“What happened to him?” the man asked. 

Eric’s face paled. He looked down at the floor, his feet swaying slightly. “He’s dead.” 

Riley saw a sadness fall over the man as if a piece of him had died. The man closed his eyes, shoulders slumping. 

“Did you know him?” Riley asked the old man, her voice almost a whisper. 

“I might have,” the man said, now staring out of the window, but clearly seeing nothing. “Do you know his last name?” 

“No,” Eric said sadly, quickly raising his tone. “But he had a tattoo on the back of his neck.” Riley winced. She hadn’t wanted to share that crucial information yet—or possibly at all. 

“What kind of tattoo?” the man asked, looking sternly at Eric. 

Riley knew what was going to come out of Eric’s mouth before he spoke it. She tried opening her mouth to stop him, but nothing happened. 

“Like Riley’s,” the boy said. 

Riley frowned at the old man. The gig was up, as they say. She bent low and lifted her hair from her neck, revealing her tattoo. She heard the man gasp. Looking up, she saw tears in his eyes. 

“The boy’s name was Oliver Gamming. He was supposed to stay here with the other children, but wanted to go with his father. Somehow he snuck into the truck.” The man paused. “They never returned.” 

“He told me about this place,” Eric said. “And when Riley found out that she had the same tattoo…” 

“You were bitten,” the man said, looking directly at Riley, “and survived.” 

“You know?” she asked, surprised. 

“Yes,” he said. “I know.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Revelations

Riley and the others were told everything. Real tea was served. They were asked by Mr. Blake to be patient and relax, allowing him to tell his tale.

“The lab,” he began, “part of an underground bunker, was a government-funded facility with the primary goal of finding a cure for the zombie contagion. 

“The United States government received reports of a deadly viral outbreak in a remote village in Indonesia. The contagion was causing the dead to come back to life. Scientists and Special Ops units were flown in to quarantine and study the problem. It was like nothing they’d ever seen before. Dead people had come back to life, wanting the flesh of the living. 

“Of course our government wanted to study the virus, weaponize it as well as find a cure. A few of the undead were brought back to the States to Crown Point where the lab was located. As you can tell, we’re in a protected national park with stringent development rules and little population, making the area ideal for an underground research lab.” 

Warren paused, taking a sip of his tea. A woman entered the room, bringing in a dish of lemons. She placed them on the table. “Thought you all might like a little tang in your tea,” she said. 

“My wife, Beth,” Warren said. Riley and the others introduced themselves. 

“Is a pleasure to meet you all.” She had a kind and gentle voice. “Now I’d love to sit and chat, but my Warren doesn’t like it when I interrupt him.” The woman winked at her husband. 

“Thank you, dear,” the man said kindly before continuing on. 

“Months were spent studying the undead. They were dissected and experimented on. More subjects were needed over time; the undead we had were dwindling in number. Nothing but pieces of rotting carcasses when the dissecting was over. 

“Criminals on death row, all appeals exhausted and awaiting their turn with the needle, were taken from their cells and subjected to the virus for study.” Riley’s eyes widened, her face showing a shocked expression of horror. “It was a desperate time and not a day goes by that I don’t wish things had been done differently.” 

“You were there?” Joanne asked. “A scientist working for the government?” 

“Yes.” Warren looked small, as if he’d shrunken to the size of a small child, before regaining his muster. “Please, let me get this out.” Riley and the others nodded. 

“Sometimes a person infected from a bite would turn within a day while others took as long as five days. We guessed it was simply a combination of health and will.

“As all this was happening, other areas around the globe were reporting that the recently deceased had risen up and become monsters. We’d hoped the outbreak in Indonesia would be the only one, but we were wrong. All of the places reporting the problem were isolated villages and small towns. But we knew it was only a matter of time before a metropolitan area was hit. We had no idea how the thing was spread as it was popping up on all corners of the globe. 

“Soon enough, reports came in that Tokyo was being overrun with undead. Then Chicago. The government went into full lockdown mode, but it didn’t matter. No one understood where the plague came from or where it was heading next. Cities went into full-on panic, mass exoduses occurred, the streets and highways flooded with people trying to leave the cities. Soon zombies were everywhere, attacking and eating people. 

“The lab went into full lockdown and a small military force was dispatched to us. Our families were brought to us along with stockpiles of food and supplies. Our goal: to find a cure at any cost—and we eventually found one.” 

Riley’s as well as Joanne’s and Eric’s faces lit up as if someone had plugged them into a wall socket. 

“So there is a cure?” Joanne asked, sitting on the edge of the couch, holding Eric and Riley’s hands. 

Warren took in a deep breath, his body rising up before lowering as he let it out. Riley felt the negativity coming off of him and she began to worry. 

“Please,” Warren said, “let me finish. It will help you all understand that things aren’t as simple as they appear. 

“We were running out of test subjects. Either the zombies were too mutilated from dissection or simply rotting away, as we did not feed them. So…” The man hesitated and Riley could see he was afraid to go on. “…we used ourselves as subjects, including the children.” Riley wasn’t surprised by the revelation, but Joanne let out an audible gasp. “The adults were treated differently, given harsher amounts of drugs, but all were subjected to a variety of medicines, vaccines and herbal treatments. Nothing took. We were all but ready to give up until a young boy with a weak heart died. He was dead for a minute and a half before we were able to revive him. 

“He was alive, but in a coma—the prospects looking grim. The boy’s father was a scientist, a brilliant man. Unbeknownst to us, the boy’s father decided his son’s death would mean something. He began experimenting; injecting the boy with large doses of a substance we called Fractophram. A combination of opium, an amoxicillin-based antibiotic and an assortment of herbs: witch hazel, ashwaganda, Cat’s claw, reishi and Siberian ginseng. For some reason the concoction killed the undead when applied to their eyes or injected into their brains. So the boy’s father injected the concoction into his son, hoping for a miracle—a blind trial based on nothing more than hope. 

“He then took one of the dissected zombies, left with only a head and spinal cord, and allowed the creature to bite his son. When the boy remained human, he told us what he’d done. Said he’d documented everything. A week later the boy’s heart finally gave out and he died.”

Riley desperately wanted to speak, but she could tell the man wasn’t finished. She let him continue, hoping the others would too. 

“The adults and children were injected with Fractophram, but further testing needed to be done. The first adult volunteer was bitten by a zombie, becoming one within three days.” Warren was rubbing his beard, clearly agitated at the re-telling of this story now. “We tried it on one of the children, a young boy,” tears welled up in the man’s eyes, “but he turned too. Then it hit us. 

“One of the adults volunteered for the next part. Using controlled measures, the subject was put to death for one minute and thirty seconds before we revived him. He was then bitten by a zombie. Three days later he turned. 

“That was it. We were done testing, figuring that the original boy with the heart problem was an anomaly. But again, without us knowing, that same scientist took one of the children and put him to sleep, essentially killing him. The man then brought him back a minute and a half later, just like his own son. He then had the boy bitten, keeping him out of sight. The boy’s mother was frantic, thinking he’d run away or gotten lost in the woods. 

“A week later the boy was released with a copy of everything the scientist did. The man was never seen again. We think he simply left, no longer wanting to be around, unable to live with himself for what he did. 

“What was his name?” Riley asked, not entirely sure why. 

“Dr. Cromwell. Heard of him?” Warren asked. 

“No, sorry.” 

“Doesn’t matter, he’s probably long dead now. No one survives out there for long.” Warren sipped some more of his tea. “It turned out that the cure was a combination of Fractophram and death. A minute and a half worth of being dead. It didn’t work on adults, only adolescent children whose bodies were still developing. We never found out why, but the important factor was that it worked.” 

The room fell silent. Riley’s heart was hammering against her chest as if it wanted out. She’d finally, and in one big helping, gotten the information she so desperately wanted. It was almost over. There was only one thing left she needed to know, but the man continued. 

“All the children were vaccinated,” Warren said, taking a long sip of tea. His hand was shaking. “And put to death shortly there after for a minute and a half. Then they were all tested and proved to be immune to the zombie virus and we had hope for the future of mankind. 

“We needed to get the vaccine mass produced. We had no idea if it was still possible with all that was going on in the world. But it wouldn’t matter.” The man’s eyes looked vacant again. He was telling the story as if on autopilot now. “Something happened. A group of recently rounded up undead got loose and stormed the lab. People were bitten, killed—torn apart as if made from paper. Fires broke out; the laboratory was consumed with flame and destroyed along with all the materials and documentation.” 

And then Riley knew. “And I was given to my father, a guard on duty.” Warren nodded. 

“It was complete chaos at the time, but the children were rushed out of the lab and brought to safety. If your father was a guard, then most likely whoever grabbed you knew where he’d be and brought you to him.”

Riley smiled, tears flowing down her cheeks—her face bright with color at the realization of the truth finally revealing itself. Her stomach grew warm, a sensation of contentment flowing through her. 

“What’s the matter, Riley?” Joanne asked. “Why are you crying?” 

She turned to look at Joanne. “Because I finally know who I am.” 


Epilogue

Living

There were ten other children in the community, five girls and five boys, ranging in ages from seven to fourteen. They lived with their families in the village. The community wanted each child to live as normal a life as possible. 

Though there was no cure, Riley was told that the children’s offspring, including her own, could be born immune to the zombie virus. Only time would tell. 

She and the others were offered a place to stay and given jobs to earn their keep. Joanne worked with gardening, something she enjoyed. The woman was happy with her new life, missing her old one and the log cabin, but content nonetheless. 

Riley and Eric finally had other kids to spend time with, playing games and talking about things besides zombies and the ugliness of the world. Inside the village, life was good, different. 

She was truly happy again, finding not only a home, but a community of people that wanted nothing more than to love one another and improve each other’s lives. There was hope in Crown Point, something she thought she might never completely have again, especially amongst such a large group of people. She, along with everyone else, had no idea what the future would hold, whether or not a new breed of human would come forth, but until then things seemed to be getting better. Riley was happy and could live life knowing there was a future for the human race. 
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Four centuries ago witch hunters killed the seven Yardley sisters.
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Four hundred years ago six of the seven Yardley sisters—all witches—were hunted down and killed. The seventh lived long enough to give birth to a daughter. Now, centuries later, that daughter has resurfaced in the town of Ravensbridge, more powerful than her mother or aunts ever were. She has honed her powers, can change shape at will, and has only one ambition—to bring her family back from the dead to seek vengeance against the descendants of all who slaughtered them. Ravensbridge once lived in fear of the seven Yardley sisters, but they have yet to experience the terror of…the Eighth Witch.



Enjoy the following excerpt for The Eighth Witch:

The young woman held the dress up to her slender body and stared at the reflection in the full-length mirror attached to the wardrobe door. Her cold blue eyes narrowed critically and she shook her head, her shock of long, blond curls drifting over her shoulders like a yellow cloud. No, it wasn’t right.

The evening dress was purple silk, long enough to touch the floor, with thin shoulder straps and a swooping neckline. It was much too old for her, too sophisticated. She closed her eyes and concentrated. When she opened her eyes again the person that stared back at her from the mirror was older. The blond curls had been replaced by an elegant, dark brown, chin-length bob that shone in the electric light. The haircut framed an older face—haunting chestnut eyes and a thin, aquiline nose above a full-lipped mouth.

That was better. 

The body in the reflection was different too. It fitted the dress perfectly. Maybe she’d take the dress with her when she left the house, after she’d done what she’d come here to do. Maybe not. She hadn’t come here to steal. 

As she pulled open the wardrobe again to replace the dress, her eye was drawn to a cashmere sweater folded neatly on the shelf above the hanging space. It was a rich shade of burgundy and would really enhance her new eye color. As she reached up to slide it from the shelf, her sleeve caught an empty wooden coat hanger and dislodged it, sending it clattering to the floor of the wardrobe. She froze in mid-stretch, listening hard, waiting to see if the noise had attracted the attention of the one other person in the house. 

There was no sound of feet climbing the stairs, no sounds at all apart from the low rumble of Leonard Cohen’s velvet-bass vocals issuing from the stereo speakers in the lounge. 

It was as well because she wasn’t ready yet. She still had another wardrobe to search through before the act, as she liked to call it. She thought briefly about what she was going to do and flicked a hungry tongue across her full lips. 

There was a small, delicious knot of anticipation in the pit of her stomach that never changed, never varied, no matter how many times she performed the act, and in whatever form it took. The sense of anticipation and the accompanying excitement remained constant…and she loved it.



Sophie Gillespie lifted her head and stared at the ceiling. She was sure she’d heard something—a rattling sound of wood falling against wood, as if someone had dropped an armful of kindling on a parquet floor. She listened hard, her hand reaching for the remote and reducing Leonard Cohen to a low grumble. 

Not for the first time she had the feeling she wasn’t alone in the house, but there was never any evidence to show she was right. She thought maybe she should go upstairs and investigate, but the truth was the house frightened her, always had. From the moment she and Mark moved in two years ago she’d been beset by misgivings. Not that she ever voiced them to her husband. Much to her dismay, he’d set his heart on the place from the first moment he’d seen it. 

In her opinion the house was much too old, too big, too dilapidated and too spooky. Too everything. He’d brought in a team of builders and decorators to completely gut and renovate the place, and while it was now a smart and elegant home Sophie held on to her reservations. It was still too old and too bloody spooky.

Location, location, location. It was her father’s favorite phrase when he got onto the topic of houses and, more importantly, buying them. For him, where it was located was much more important than what the house actually was. 

“Houses can be fixed, Sophie. They can be redesigned, renovated, extended. Damn it, if you don’t like it that much you can always pull the bloody thing down and build it again. But where it is, where it sits…that’s the crux, the nub, the heart of the matter. That’s something you can’t change.”

She could still hear his voice in her mind. Her father had approved of the location of this house almost as much as he’d approved of Mark and their marriage.

“He’s got a good head on his shoulders, that one. He’ll be a millionaire by the time he’s forty.” His enthusiasm for Mark was palpable. “Snap him up, Sophie, before somebody else does.”

So far her father had been proved right. Mark still had four years to go before he reached forty, but he was already over halfway towards his first million and Sophie was sure that her husband would justify her father’s high opinion of him. As for the house, in many ways, her father was right again.

Set deep down in Yorkshire’s Calder Valley in the north of England, surrounded by lush, tree-clad hills, it was the grandest house in the town of Ravensbridge. The walls were Yorkshire stone, the color of clotted cream, and the tiled roof was a rich slate gray. It was a picture postcard type of house, the type that, as a teenager and through into her early twenties, she would stare at for hours in the pages of glossy magazines and dream of owning. It was a bitter pill to swallow knowing that her dreams and aspirations bore little resemblance to the reality of actually living in one.

She pressed another button on the remote and switched discs. Maybe it was Leonard Cohen that was making her feel so gloomy. Cohen’s bass tones were replaced by the mellow soul crooning of Marvin Gaye. Better, she thought. She leaned back on the sumptuous leather cushions of the couch and closed her eyes, letting the music transport her back to happier times.

The idyll lasted no longer than thirty seconds before the splintering sound of crashing glass made her jerk her head and stare hard at the ceiling.



The blond curls were back. They were much more suited to the Armani suit she was holding against her. Taupe. That was the color. It was elegantly cut and she could imagine slipping into the expensive fabric and letting it hug her body. That would feel good. 

With a sigh she put the suit back on the rail and went across to the bed.

It was nearly time.

There was a water carafe on the cabinet next to the bed. She picked it up and turned it over in her hands, letting it slip through her fingers and smash on the antique oak floor. “Whoops!” she said quietly, and then sat on the edge of the bed to wait.



Sophie switched off the stereo and listened to the crushing, pregnant silence. She felt sick. She tried hard to rationalize what she’d just heard, telling herself that maybe a cat had gotten into the house and knocked something from a shelf, but she knew that wasn’t the case, and she knew she’d have to go upstairs and investigate. She glanced at her watch. Three hours before Mark was due home. She couldn’t even wait it out. 

She sat for a moment more in a quagmire of indecision and then suddenly sprung to her feet. “Right!” she said, her voice loud, steady with resolve. “Let’s do this.”

She took a heavy, wrought-iron poker from the hearth and started to climb the stairs. As she climbed she strained every sense, listening, watching, even sniffing the air, trying to detect anything that was in any way out of place. 

Nothing.

She reached the landing and stopped, her breath coming in quick, startled-hare gasps. The noise of breaking glass had come from the room directly above the lounge. The master bedroom, the room she shared with Mark. If only he were here. As she’d climbed the stairs she’d felt her resolve draining away, slowly, like water down a blocked drain. Now she struggled to get it back, to reclaim it as her own. She hefted the poker in her hand and stared hard at the bedroom door. 

Her fingers tightened around the brass doorknob and she twisted it gently, twisted it until it stopped turning, and then, taking a deep breath, she hurled the door open and stepped into the room with an incoherent cry, the poker raised above her head.

The young woman with the blond curls was sitting on the bed, staring at her impassively. Her gaze travelled from Sophie’s face, to the poker and then back again, locking on Sophie’s wild eyes. “Hello, Sophie,” she said in a lilting, almost musical voice.

Sophie’s gaze took in the broken carafe at the young woman’s feet. Her arm was beginning to ache with tension and with the effort of holding the heavy poker aloft, but she kept it steady. “Who are you?” she said, immediately infuriated by the pitch of her voice. She sounded like a frightened schoolgirl. She made an effort to adjust it. “What are you doing in my house?” Better—deeper, more mature.

The blond woman’s eyes widened slightly. “Your house? Well that’s an interesting concept. Your house.” She said the words again, seeming to mull them over, to digest them. Finally she said, “How long have you lived here, Sophie? Oh, and you’d better put the poker down. It’s very hot.”

Sophie glanced at the poker. She’d pulled it cold from the hearth and carried it up the stairs, comforted by the icy metal in her hand. So why was the tip now glowing red and the conducted heat from the poker scorching her palm? She cried out and dropped it, letting it clatter to the floor.

“You were saying,” the young woman continued. “Something about this being your house?”

“It is my house. Mine and Mark’s. We’ve lived here two years now.”

“And the people before you, the people before them and before them. They all thought it was their house too.” She looked about the room. “Strange, I remember this house being built and I remember hating it because it was my house they pulled down to make way for it. Oh, it wasn’t much, my house. A hovel. We used to bring the animals inside in the winter to keep them warm…to keep us warm too.” She laughed, a harsh, brittle sound. “Christ, it stank!” The laughter ceased abruptly. “But it was home. This land, the land now occupied by this…this monstrosity, was our land, me and my family’s. We still have rights. We still belong here.”

There was a fervent light in the young woman’s eyes as she spoke.

Mad, Sophie thought. Absolutely barking mad. A small thrill of fear shuddered through her. How was she going to get the woman out of her house?

“Oh, I’ll leave in my own sweet time,” the woman said, reading her thoughts. “But first we’re going to have some fun. Would you like that, Sophie, some fun?”

Sophie nodded slowly, deciding to humor her. “Yes,” she said. “I’d like that.”

The young woman’s gaze swept the floor, alighting on a shard of glass from the carafe. It was about four inches long, curved and wickedly sharp. “Perfect,” she said and picked it up. 

In that second, when the young woman was distracted, Sophie could have run, turned and dashed down the stairs and out of the house. But the moment passed and instead she watched, captivated as the woman retrieved the shard of glass from the floor and held it to the light, making it glint and glisten.

“Now, Sophie, I want you to do something for me.”

“What?” Sophie said.

“Take off your clothes. All of them.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sophie said, but at the same time her fingers were fumbling with the button on her jeans. She popped the button and slid the denims down over her thighs, letting them drop to the floor.

“Good girl.” The young woman smiled encouragingly. “That’s good. And now the rest of them.”

As Sophie pulled her shirt over her head, her mind was crying, I don’t want to do this! But there wasn’t a damned thing she could do to stop herself. 

The young woman moved towards her, the glass shard clasped tightly in her hand, so tightly it had sliced through her palm and fingers. She seemed oblivious to the blood that dribbled from her hand and dripped to the floor where the oak floorboards were sucking it in. 

Once Sophie was completely naked and standing shivering, cold and vulnerable, the young woman moved closer still. 

Sophie cried out at the first cut, but after that she was silent, unable to do anything but accept her fate.
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Young and alone against the living dead. 



Riley has lived alone with her dad in an isolated cabin in New York State for as long as she can remember. It’s just safer. Her dad’s told her about the time before the zombies, but she can only imagine it. Instead of playing with friends, Riley became a crack shot with a rifle. And she’ll need that skill now that her dad’s been bitten. She’ll be forced to leave the cabin and fight off zombies all on her own. She’s twelve years old. There’s a lot she’ll have to learn about the world she’s never really been part of. She already knows how to kill zombies. But now she’ll learn just how dangerous the living can be too.
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