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Chapter 1: Survival
“Mommy, I’m hungry.”   Sam said.
“I know honey, just a little farther.”   Kelly whispered back.
After escaping out of the bedroom window, she and Sam had made for the nearby woods, hoping to hide and evade in the thick trees.   They had not made it more than twenty feet into the trees, when they heard the loud rumble of a truck nearing their house.   Kelly raced back toward the house, praying it was Tom finally returning. Her hopes were quickly dashed when she saw four guys climbing out of a large truck, none of which were Tom. She wanted to run over to them and ask for help, but instinctively stayed put and continued to watch.
The four men spread out around the truck, looking in all directions one of them raised a rifle to his shoulder and fired several quick shots toward the house. Whatever he shot was just out of view, but she knew it must have been the Chandlers and the other infected left at the front door.   Two men, rifles tight to their shoulders, moved toward the entrance of the shop. They both disappeared out of view through the side door, leaving the remaining two standing guard by the truck.
It only took Kelly a few minutes to decide these were looters. Not only would she and Sam have to keep moving, but coming back for supplies was probably not going to be an option. Turning back around, she saw Sam standing behind her, looking up expectantly.   She shook her head and the two of them moved off into the trees.
They hadn’t gone very far before realizing that the earlier gunfire was drawing infected to the area.   Loud, angry growls could be heard in the distance.   They had to get away from the house and all the noise.
The two of them had moved through the forest for nearly a half hour when the unmistakable crack of gunfire could be heard.   This was not a few shots, but a huge volley of gunfire, possibly a full firefight.   Knowing this would be drawing infected from all around, she grabbed Sam’s hand and continued on through the trees.   They kept on the move for several hours, making their way through the thick forest. They traveled away from home as quickly as Kelly dared, occasionally having to hide while undead staggered past, hunting for the source of the gunfire.
Having gone for over an hour without seeing or hearing any infected, Kelly began watching for somewhere to take shelter.   She was looking for something that was prepared for them by nature. Creating shelters from scratch required a lot of time and energy. This meant food and water, which they had a limited supply of.
Sam slowed and said, “Look over there mommy.”   He stood pointing to a large, fallen Fir tree. “Daddy always points those out.”
Looking over at the tree, Kelly could not be more proud...emotions almost getting the better of her when she thought of how proud Tom would be as well. The tree Sam pointed to would make a perfect shelter. Large limbs spread out to both sides, creating a natural protective shelter.   The limbs were stout enough to hold the trunk several feet off the ground. With minimal effort, this would work great.
Setting her backpack on the ground, Kelly dug in and found a granola bar. Handing it to Sam, she said, “Munch on this and I will get our shelter going.”   She watched him sit down on a patch of moss and begin tearing into the packaging. Reaching back into the backpack, she pulled out a multi-tool.   Flipping out the saw, she said, “Mommy’s going to clear us a spot.”
Using the saw she began cutting away smaller branches to form an opening that the two of them could climb in under the large log.
Sam stepped over beside her, pointed to the fir boughs and said, “Daddy uses those.”
“For what?” Kelly asked, while looking at the pile she had created.
Moving his hands in low circular motions, Sam said, “Spread ‘em out. Cold kills you know.”
Tears welling up, she said, “Daddy would be so proud.”
“How is Daddy going to find us?”   He asked.
“Let’s talk about it tomorrow, okay hun?”   She said.
After making a bed out of the boughs, they both crawled in. The sun still hung above the horizon, but she did not want to get caught out in the open when dark hit, and both of them were worn out anyway. Their shelter was cozy, and being surrounded by the large limbs gave Kelly a sense of safety. Even in the semi-darkness of their little home, Kelly could see a sparkle in Sam’s wide eyes as he checked out their little fortress.
“Way cool Mom!”   He said.
Running her hand through his hair, she said, “I love you little trooper.”
Digging through her backpack, Kelly set out some water pouches, dried apples, and a couple pepperoni sticks.   “Dinner is served.” She said.
While the two of them sat quietly eating, they listened to the sounds of the forest surrounding them.     There were the usual animal sounds – birds chirping, squirrels playing, and trees creaking as they swayed in the breeze.   What chilled her to the bone were the sounds she had never heard in the woods. Most of them sounded distant, but the shrieks and strange huffs made the hair at the base of her neck stand on end.
As the sun dropped below the tree line darkness rapidly surrounded them. Sam dug through his little backpack and pulled Blankie out, a look of relief crossing his face.
“Good idea honey.   Let’s get some sleep.”   Kelly said.
The two of them curled up together and tried to block out all the strange sounds. They were both thoroughly worn out and fell asleep almost immediately.
******
It was Sam’s scream that instantly woke her.   She expected to see him lying with his eyes closed, in the midst of a night terror, but even in the darkness she could see the whites of his eyes. He was staring down at his feet.
“It has me!   Mommy! My leg!” Sam screamed.
Kelly looked down and saw an arm reaching through the thick limbs, grasping one of Sam’s ankles. She was unable to see the vile creature that reached in, but knew it was one of the infected. Probably heard them preparing their shelter and had been searching for them through the night.   Using her boot, she began kicking at the thing. The grotesque hand squeezed tighter with every blow.
“Mommy!”
Sam began sliding across the ground, being pulled by the infected. His arms flailed to the sides. Kelly reached out and grabbed one of his arms, halting the movement. “I’ve got you.” Kelly shouted.   Sam had stopped sliding, but the thing continued to pull at his leg. Branches began shaking and cracking loudly. The infected began growling angrily while trying to shove his way through the thick limbs. Kelly grabbed both of Sam’s arms and pulled as hard as she could. Sam’s shoe slid off, allowing his leg to pull free of the thing’s grasp.
With a loud snap, one of the branches broke and the infected came crashing in on top of Sam’s feet.   Screaming in terror, Sam kicked his legs, trying desperately to get the thing off of him. Before it could get a hold of Sam, Kelly pulled him out from under the infected.   The two of them shuffled backwards, trying to get away. Howling, it began dragging itself through the branches toward them.
Unable to escape back through the entrance they had created, Kelly yelled to Sam, “Climb through.”
Sam spun around and began squeezing between the branches. To get away they had to continue along the length of the tree, dodging through the tangle of limbs.   Rachael flipped over and began crawling after Sam. The opening was narrow, barely allowing her to squeeze through. She could see Sam just ahead. Not wanting to lose him, she continued through the same narrow gap.   His small form easily squeezed between the branches. Kelly was finding it increasingly difficult to keep moving forward.
The infected grabbed one of her legs.   With a rapid jerk of her foot she was able to shake free, but could still feel it groping for her.   Continuing forward, her shoulder caught between two large limbs. Struggling to move, she dug in her feet and tried to force herself through the narrow opening. Sharp pain shot through her shoulder.
Limbs cracked as the infected tried to force his way through.    Panic welled up inside her as a hand grasped her ankle and began tugging.   Just ahead, she could see Sam turning to make sure she still followed him. His eyes went wide when he saw her jammed between branches. The infected began pulling on her leg, dragging her backwards across the ground.   Reaching out with both arms, she held on to a pair of bark covered limbs. The rough bark scratched at her hands as she desperately hung on.   Behind her, the infected began reaching with his other hand, trying to get a better grasp.   She kicked with her free leg, generating a low growl from the infected, but he still clung to her leg.
Sam’s eyes were filled with terror as he sat motionless, too scared to do anything. “Mommy.” He said with a trembling voice, unsure what to do.
Kelly’s hands were beginning to bleed and slip across the wet bark. Unable to hang on any longer she let go and flipped over onto her back.   In front of her was a nasty, blood covered face.   Its mangled lips pulled back in a grimace as it growled in anger. He began dragging her across the ground. With her free leg, Kelly began rapidly kicking the thing in the face.   After several kicks, it released its grip enough for her to pull free. She flipped to her belly and army crawled back toward Sam.   Twisting onto her side, she squeezed through a different opening, reaching Sam. “I’m here honey...I’m here.”
Looking through an opening to the side, she said, “Let’s get out from under this tree.”   She glanced back and saw their attacker stuck between a couple branches, trying desperately to follow her. His arms reached out, swiping at the air. Pointing to the side opening, Kelly said, “Through there honey, I’ll follow.”   Sam sat motionless, clinging to Kelly’s arm, clearly not liking the idea of leaving his mom’s embrace.   At the verge of completely freaking out, but trying to hold it together for Sam, she put a calming hand on his shoulder and said, “I will be right behind you. Let’s get out in the open where we can run.”   This seemed to satisfy him. Turning around, he began crawling through the opening, Kelly immediately following.
Finally out from under the tree, she could see that it was nearing dawn, the orange glow of morning just cresting the mountains in the distance. A clinging fog still hung low to the ground, enveloping the trunks of nearby trees.   Grunts, growls, and snapping branches still emanated from under the fallen tree, reverberating through the still morning.
Seeing Sam standing on one foot, his shoeless sock held up off the cold ground, Kelly scooped him up, swinging him onto her hip.   “Let’s go Sweetie.”
As they made their way into the fog, Kelly could hear grunts in the distance. She tried to head in the opposite direction, hoping to avoid a confrontation.   The thick fog swirled and shifted along the ground and between the trees, making it difficult to see where they were going. Grunts seemed to be closing in on them, likely infected drawn to the sounds of the monster under the tree.
******
Hank stepped away from Tom and Rachael.   Moving over by one of the broken out windows that led to the front yard, he said, “All the racket is gonna draw them here.”   Turning back to the others, he finished, “We have daylight left, probably should move.”
Tom nodded his head and said, “You’re right.   Let’s check the shop real quick...see if those dirtbags left us anything.”   Looking over at hank and his bloody, battered face, Tom added, “Are you sure you’re up for it. You look pretty rough.”
“As long as I don’t have to compete in any beauty contests along the way, I’m good to go.”   Hank said.
They both looked over to Rachael.   She simply nodded her head, affirming her willingness to stick together.
“Okay then.”   Tom said while turning for the front door.
Stepping out into the soft glow of evening, Tom raised his AK47 to his shoulder and scanned for targets.   Hank was right, if there were any infected within earshot of the firefight, they would be closing in on the house.   Seeing none, the trio moved across the gravel parking area to the shop.
Nearing the large opening, Tom said, “Rachael, you want to cover us?”
“I got ya.”   She said.
Handing his AK47 to her, he said, “Locked and loaded.”
Tom was amazed how far she had come since he found her in the hallway of his Portland hotel. He always knew she was both tough and determined, but she kept surprising him with her willingness to take on tasks most would only expect from guys.   She had become very comfortable with a variety of weapons, and tactics seemed almost second nature for her.
Stepping into the shop it was immediately clear that the thugs had went through most everything.   Items were spilled from shelves and scattered across the floor.   They had torn through everything in their search for loot.
Pointing to the far corner, Tom said, “I had some survival packs and food buckets on the shelves over there.   See what you can find.”   Turning away from Hank, he added, “I’m going to see if my gun safe is intact.”
“Roger Dodger.”   Hank replied.
Nearing the other wall, Tom saw that the gun safe was no longer there. He had a hard time imagining that they had loaded the mammoth safe in the back of the truck and fit anything else. Arriving at the wall, he saw that he was right. The safe lay on its side, likely tipped over in hopes of popping the door open.    Tom knew that would be impossible, the thing was built like a tank. He hoped they did not jam the lock mechanism, making it non-functional.
“I’ve got movement.”   Rachael said from outside.
Tom raced over toward her, heart pounding with hope.   “Kelly and Sam?” 
 “Can’t tell.   See in the trees back off the side of the house.”   Rachael said while pointing.
Not wanting to waste more time, Tom said, “Keep an eye on it.”   He turned back toward the safe and said, “Hank, help me with this thing.”
Racing over to the safe, Hank said, “Looks like they grabbed all of your packs and food buckets. All I found was some spilled food.”   With a low chuckle, “They spilled the beans.”
Tom barely held back a smile.   “That’s terrible.”
“I’ve got lots of movement...infected.”    Rachael shouted.
Glancing back, Tom saw her drop to one knee, sighting down her rifle barrel.
“They’ve spotted me.”   She said just before her rifle roared to life, firing several quick shots. “Several more coming.” 
Reaching the safe, Tom looked at Hand and said, “Help me tip it back up.”
It took a bit, but the two of them were able to get it standing again. Luckily Lincoln’s men had tipped the safe on its side, not damaging the handle and combination dial.
Rachael began firing again.   “There are a bunch of them coming out of the woods.”   She continued firing rapidly, sending round after round into them. The shots stopped a few seconds later and she said, “I’m out.”
Hank ran across the shop, looking out toward the forest. “There are lots Tom.”   He said before grabbing his rifle off the workbench.   “I’ve got maybe a half mag left.”
Tom began frantically working the dial on the safe.   After quickly dialing in the combination, he tested the handle and found it still locked.   He knew the combo by heart. Did the fall foul up the locking mechanism?   “Slow is smooth and smooth is fast,” he repeated to himself as he began slowly working the combination.
Hank stood next to Rachael, firing into the oncoming group that was staggering its way across the lawn.   He knew he didn’t have many shots left.
Suddenly Rachel screamed.
Spinning to the side, Hank saw several demented sprinting toward them. These had come around the opposite side of the house and had it not been for Rachael, he might not have noticed them until they were practically on top of him.   He was amazed how fast they were...unbelievably fast. Hank rapidly lined up his sights and began pulling the trigger.
Tom’s heart was pounding after hearing the scream.   He knew there must be lots more infected and the three of them desperately needed the weapons and ammo inside the safe.   After finally getting the entire combo dialed in, he took a deep breath, and gave the handle a jerk.   Thankfully the handle slid to the side, allowing the door to swing open.   Reaching in, he grabbed a pair of preloaded magazines, jammed them in his pockets, and grabbed his AR15. Knowing the AR already had a loaded magazine, Tom pulled back the slide to charge the rifle, and sprinted across the shop.   Before reaching the others, he saw Hank’s AK run dry. Rachael stood next to him, her AK empty as well. “Safe’s open.   Loaded AK mags are on the bottom shelf.”   Tom shouted as he came up next to them.
Tom surveyed the scene and found that Hank was able to take care of several infected that now lay crumpled in the gravel driveway.   There were five undead shambling across the yard, nearly to the lawn’s edge, a trail of bodies left in their wake.   From the looks of things, Hank had already cleaned up most of the threats. Lifting his AR to his shoulder, Tom sighted through the quick acquisition scope, and centered on the slow moving group.   Picking off one zombie after another, he began decimating the group.
Suddenly there was the sound of crunching gravel to Tom’s left. Leaving one undead standing, he spun toward the sound and found the angered face of one of the demented racing his way. It had come from around the side of the shop and was nearly on top of him.   Rapidly pulling the trigger, he dropped it to the ground at his feet.
Gunfire erupted from behind him.   Turning back toward the house, Tom saw the final undead dropping to the gravel on the far side of the driveway.
“Let’s fan out and check around the shop and house for stragglers.”   Tom said.   “That seemed semi-coordinated.”
Hank and Rachael stepped up next to him, both holding their loaded AKs. “Some of the demented are smart little rascals.”   Hank said.
“I’ll cover the front, while you two sweep around the buildings.”   Rachael said.
Tom nodded in agreement and headed off around the shop.   Hank took off for the side of the house.   Within a couple minutes they were all back in front of the shop, no shots fired.
“I don’t want to burn any more daylight, let’s get moving.”   Tom said.
Rachael nodded to the shop and said, “There’s a bunch more weapons and ammo in the safe...let’s at least grab what we can carry and lock it up.”
“Good idea.”   Tom replied.
It only took a few seconds of the three of them standing in front of the safe before it turned into what looked like a Black Friday free for all. Each of them began grabbing pistols, holsters, magazines, and ammo.   Rachael swapped out her AK47 for a 12 gauge pump shotgun.   Not having the precision aim that Hank and Tom had, she felt much more comfortable with the point and shoot technique offered by a shotgun. Hank swapped out his AK for a .308 hunting rifle with a scope.   Taking two rifles was both cumbersome and heavy, so they all opted to grab pistols as their secondary weapons.
 “Everybody good to go?”   Tom asked after a bit. 
Hank chuckled, “Unless you have a shopping cart, I think I’m good.”
Rachael nodded her head.   “Let’s roll.”
After closing and locking the safe back up, Tom said, “Help me out real quick Hank. Let’s lay this thing back on its side...maybe cover it with some junk.   Might keep it out of prying eyes.” 
A few minutes later the two of them had the safe back on its side, and covered up with some odds and ends, helping it blend with the mess.   With everything that had happened it had taken longer in the shop than any of them expected and they all agreed they had less than an hour of daylight left.   There was no way Tom was going to let any more time go to waste.   Kelly was more than capable in the woods, but woods filled with zombies and demented was a different story.
Tom slung his rifle over his shoulder.   “Kelly would have wanted to get to the safety of the forest as soon as she and Sam hit the ground, so I think we should start over there.”   He said while pointing to the trees just to the other side of the house.
Arriving at the edge of the tree line, Tom and Hank began examining the ground while Rachael kept a lookout.   Even in the fading evening light they could make out trampled weeds and grass, but they didn’t know if this was from Kelly and Sam or some of the demented and undead.
“Looks as good as anything.   Let’s follow these back into the trees and hopefully we can determine who left them.”   Tom said.
“I like it.” Hank replied.
With that, they stalked into the thick trees.   It did not take long for them to realize that their hour of daylight would be cut significantly shorter by the trees’ thick canopy. Tom resisted the urge to yell Kelly and Sam’s names, knowing at best it would do nothing and at worst it would draw more infected.
As if reading his mind, Rachael said, “If your family was close, I think they would have showed up after all the gunfire.”
“I agree...would have at least watched from the safety of the trees until they could determine who was here.”   Tom said. “As overran as this place was, I think she would have tried to get as far away as possible.”   He added.
Hank slowed and kneeled down, eyeing something close to the ground.
“Watcha got?" Rachael asked.
“Look at this. I think we’re on the right track.”   Hank said.
Tom bent down next to him.   Even in the dim light, he could see the small shoe print in the soft ground. Making it even more promising was the fact that it was headed in the same direction they were going, rather than toward the house. “I think we’re on it. Let’s hurry.”
The three of them moved as quickly as they could, while still watching for signs of Kelly or Sam.   Luckily the line they moved in was fairly straight and since Kelly made no attempt to cover their tracks, they were easy to follow.   Hank was able to track them right up until it was nearly full dark. Tom was impressed with Hank’s ability to quickly find traces left by their movements through the woods. His years in the military were paying off well.
 “Like hunting black frogs at night while blindfolded.   I can’t see a thing.    I bet they kept going in a straight line, but if they veered off at all, we won’t know it till morning.”   Hank said.
“In all the excitement I never thought to grab a flashlight. I’m sure there was one in the house...stupid.”   Tom said.   The thought of Kelly and Sam spending the night out in the woods made him sick to his stomach.   There was some consolation knowing they were still alive, but he could never handle losing them now that they were so close.
Between being completely exhausted and unable to see in the dark, they skipped building any kind of shelter, and instead just curled up under a nearby group of fir trees.
“I’ll take first watch.”   Rachael said.
Trusting fully in her capabilities, Hank and Tom didn’t argue one bit and quickly fell asleep.
      It was sometime in the morning when Tom woke to Hank tapping on his shoulder.   Blinking a few times, he said, “Anything?”
Whispering, Hank said, “Noises...grunts, snapping branches...nothing close, but they’re definitely out there.”
 “Time?” 
“It’s nearing morning.”
“Ahhh...I coulda took a longer watch.”
“No worries, you need your beauty sleep way more than me.” Hank said.
After Hank got situated next to Rachael on a pile of pine needles, Tom scooped up his AR and stood.   The darkness was deep, only the vague silhouettes of trees were visible.   Rather than straining his eyes in the dark, Tom sat up against the base of a large pine, knowing his hearing would be a much more reliable alarm. He had spent many nights in these woods and knew the sounds they made.
While listening, his thoughts went back to the helicopters they had seen over the last couple days.   Once he got Kelly and Sam back, they had to find a way to talk to the pilots or crew. They knew something about what was going on and maybe a way to stop it.   How do you get a helicopter to stop for a talk...probably not a hitchhiker’s thumb?   He thought.    After this, his mind wandered to Lincoln and his gang. They would be in for a surprise when they returned to their school.   He had killed the one outside his shop, but Lincoln, Mikey, and his dad still remained.   They would be pissed and looking for revenge.   Tom figured a return home was probably out of the question, other than a quick trip to gather more guns and ammo from the safe. Tom thought back to all of the supplies Lincoln had piled in the gymnasium.   Not worth the risk he quickly decided.   Sam...boy I miss the little guy.   Tom was having a difficult time picturing his face.   How could that happen so quickly?
A branch snapped from somewhere behind Tom.   Sitting still, he continued to listen intently. A grunt.   It was a ways off, maybe forty or fifty feet. Not wanting to draw anything closer to their camp, Tom stayed in his position, taking steady breaths.   He knew whatever it was would never hear his breathing, but in the near silence it sounded deafening to him.   Another grunt.   This one sounded closer.   Tom slowly rose to his feet.   He took a couple slow steps around to the side of the tree.
Peering into the darkness, he couldn’t see a thing.   He tried using his peripheral vision and was just able to make out the vague shapes of trees.   He saw movement out of the corner of his eye. Turning in that direction, he focused hard, but saw nothing. Tom cocked his head to the side, both listening intently and watching in his periphery.   He heard a soft moan, followed by a grunt, and then a branch breaking.   It must be one of the infected, stumbling its way through the dark.
Tom slowly sat back down near the side of the tree, rested the rifle in his lap, and kept an eye on the dark trees.   Over the next thirty minutes or more, he could hear low grunts and snapping branches, but they never got any closer, and eventually faded into the distance.
   Just as the faint light of pre-morning began making its way through the foliage, a thick fog settled down between the trees. Conditions must have been just right, because the fog formed a strange low lying layer, hanging a foot off the ground and extending just a few feet above Tom’s head.   It was a strange phenomenon, but not the first time Tom had seen it in these woods.
The silent stillness of morning was broken by a distant scream.   Not an infected’s scream, but the scream of a person...a child.   Tom instantly knew it was Sam.   Looking down, he saw Hank and Rachael were already climbing to their feet.
“Sam?”   Rachael asked.
 “Yeah.” 
“How far you think?”   Hank asked.
 “Half mile maybe.”   Tom said.
Hank grabbed his rifle.   “Let’s roll.”
The three of them raced off through the dark fog, hurrying as fast as they could in the near darkness.
Tom listened as the screams continued.   His stomach knotted up with their fear filled urgency. After a few agonizing minutes the silence of morning returned. As much as Tom wished for the screams to end, it was far worse when they had.   Not only was it more difficult to know which direction to maintain, but the fear of what ended the screams created a deep pit in the bottom of his stomach.
Just a few minutes later, the morning sun was beginning to filter through the trees, burning off the low lying fog.   They were moving quickly now that they had more light. After sliding down a steep embankment they slowed to a stop. Having covered a lot of ground, they needed something to tip them off on a direction to go.
“Which way...we have to be close.”   Hank said.
“I know it. Keep quiet, let’s listen.”   Tom replied.
Listening intently they heard low grunting noises from nearby. They all raised their weapons and began stalking through the woods in pursuit of the noise.   As they got closer they could hear branches rustling and cracking. Just ahead lay a large fallen tree. It was clear the sounds were coming from within its sheltering branches.
Tom swept around the side of the downed tree while keeping his rifle trained on the source of the noise.   Vomit rose in his throat when he saw a small section of limbs cut back for an entrance. His worst fears were coming to realization. Dropping to his knees, he peered into the opening and saw the backside of a mangled boot, shifting and scuffling at the dirt. 
Using one arm to hold his rifle out in front of him and the other to help crawl through the small opening, Tom entered the makeshift shelter. Relief flooded over him when he saw only one body, and it was one of the infected hopelessly tangled in the branches. The thing’s back was turned toward Tom. Rather than waste a bullet, Tom drew his knife and plunged the blade into the back of its skull.
Back out in the open, Tom said, “They were here.”
 



Chapter 2: Reunion
“Kelly! Sam!   I’m Here!”   Tom shouted as loud as he could.   The time for subtlety was long past.   “Kelly!”   He repeated.
Tom stood in the small clearing, listening for a reply.
“Tom. Looks like they took off this way, probably flushed by the infected.”   Hank said from somewhere on the other side of the tree.
Tom and Rachael raced around the tree and found Hank was already jogging away from them. They quickly followed after him. The trail Kelly and Sam left must have been easy for Hank to follow, because Tom was having a difficult time keeping up. It was only when they reached a steep hillside that Hank slowed enough for them to catch up.
“They went right up this.”   Hank said between labored breaths.
Tom continued past him, following the scuffs on the ground. Reaching the top of the hill, he could see it sloped away into a rocky ravine.   Partway down, climbing through the rocks, were two people, a woman and a little boy. Just seeing them brought tears to his eyes. Emotions that had been pent up for so long flooded out, almost dropping him to his knees.   “Kelly!”   He shouted.
Both Kelly and Sam’s heads turned around, looking up at him. “Daddy!”   He could hear Sam say.   Kelly collapsed to her knees and began sobbing.
After Tom climbed his way down to them, Kelly said, “I love you...I thought I had lost you.”
“I didn’t give up.   I’m so proud of you baby...both of you.”   He said while pulling both of them in for a hug.   Kelly buried her head on his chest and Sam squeezed tight to one of his legs. Loud grunts somewhere in the distance brought all of them back to reality.
“Let’s get up the hill...I have a couple people I want you to meet.”   Tom said.
   Wiping tears from her eyes, Kelly nodded her head. Tom scooped Sam up in his arms and started climbing back up.
“What took so long Daddy?”
Tom let out a chuckle.   “Traffic buddy...traffic was real bad.”
Arriving back at the top of the hill, they found Rachael and Hank waiting with huge smiles on their faces.   Tom made introductions all the way around.   Before they were done, all the adults had tears streaming down their faces. A loud grunt, followed by several growls put all the introductions to a halt.
“That sounded close.   We better get moving.”   Tom said.
There was sudden movement from the other side of the ravine. Two people burst out of the tree line and stood on the edge, looking over at them.   They were both covered in filth and wore torn up camo pants and shirts.   The bigger of the two wore a hunter’s orange vest and the other had a pair of mirrored, aviator sunglasses on.   Aside from the choice of sunglasses, the two would normally fit right in out in these woods.
They both spotted Tom and the group.   Sunglasses let out a loud growl and began an uncontrolled charge down the hill into the ravine.   Safety Vest lifted his eyes to the sky and let out several loud huffs into the sky.   From several directions around them came what sounded like return huffs. Tom had always thought the demented communicated to some extent and this was proof of it.   Most of the sounds were fairly distant, but there were a few that were terrifyingly close.
Watching as Safety Vest began a charge down the hillside after his companion, Tom said, “Go. Go.   Let’s get moving. Hank, lead the way, I’ll cover the rear.”
 “Where to Chief?”   Hank asked.
“Not positive exactly where we are at, but North along this ravine should lead to a tiny town.”
Before they could even get moving, a nearly naked man came crashing through the brush behind them.   He made enough noise that Tom had time to pull his AR up to his shoulder and sight through his scope. With a loud boom, one side of the demented’s head blew away and he dropped to the ground well short of Tom. The rifle shot echoed loudly through the trees, surely not helping their situation.
“Go, go, go!”   Tom shouted.
Kelly grabbed her and Sam’s backpacks and raced after Hank and Rachael. Tom glanced down the ravine and saw the two in camo beginning to work their way up the near side. Their angry, determined faces stared up at him, eyes filled with hatred.   Rather than waste time and ammo, Tom turned and followed the others.
The hillside made for uneven terrain, but lack of trees and brush making the path relatively clear.   Frequently loud huffs were heard from behind them, and then answered by more huffs in the distance to the sides and some in front.   Tom was easily able to keep up with the others, so from time to time he would stop and check behind them to see if any of the demented were in pursuit.   It was one of these times that Tom heard screams from Kelly and Sam, followed by rifle shots.
Rushing back to the group, Tom saw Kelly and Sam lying on the ground. A bleeding corpse lay next to them, and Rachael stood in the background, her shotgun still pressed to her shoulder, smoke trailing out of the barrel.
“Cover me.”   Tom shouted. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and ran over to Kelly and Sam.   Grabbing Sam, he lifted him up to his side and used his other hand to help Kelly to her feet. “I’ve got him, let’s stay tight with Hank and Rachael.”   
Kelly nodded in agreement.
Tom did not like his rifle being slung on his back, but they were making much better time and he knew Hank and Rachael would do everything in their power to keep them safe.
The morning was still cool, but Tom found himself dripping sweat from exertion. Sam clung to his neck, but was still extremely awkward to pack, and felt heavier and heavier every minute. He knew he could not go on much longer like this.
Hank pulled to a stop and raised his rifle.   He fired a shot and worked the bolt to rack another round. Hesitating only momentarily, he continued sprinting ahead.   Over his shoulder he yelled, “How much farther?”
Tom really had no idea, but instead said, “Almost there.”   For all he could remember it might be several miles off, but hope kept people moving.
   Several minutes later, Tom could see multiple demented rushing up the hillside just ahead of them. Hank was just past their position and did not notice. Rachael on the other hand, noticed them and pulled to a stop.   Lifting the shotgun to her shoulder, she fired a shot into the nearest demented, hitting it in the in the chest.   The large man fell over backwards, rolling down the hill.   Directly behind him came three more.
Rachael racked another round and shouted, “Keep going...I’ll catch up.”   With a loud boom she fired off another shot.
Tom felt helpless packing Sam, and hated to leave Rachael, but knew they had to keep moving. He and Kelly ran past her. Hank was just ahead looking back at them. When he saw them still coming, he turned and continued forward.   Another boom from Rachael’s shotgun sounded.   Just ahead, Hank came to a stop, pulling his rifle up to his shoulder. Boom.   He fired a shot, quickly loaded another round, and fired again.   They were getting pinned in.   Everything was happening too fast.
From behind them, Rachael fired off another shot, and then another. Hank was moving again.   Kelly screamed from just ahead of Tom.   There was a demented crawling over the lip of the ravine, reaching for her ankle. Tom drew one of his pistols, pointed it at the thing’s head, and pulled the trigger.   It was too late, but Sam used his hands to cover his ears. No longer holding on to Tom’s shoulders, his weight shifted away and Tom nearly lost him over the edge.
“Whoa!   Hang on...almost lost ya.” Tom shouted. Sam quickly grabbed back around Tom’s neck.
   Several quick shotgun blasts sounded from behind them. Tom looked back, but could no longer see Rachael.
Hank shouted from just ahead, “I see a house.”
Tom hesitated, unsure if he should follow Hank and Kelly, or turn back and help Rachael. Holding Sam, he knew he had to keep moving. 
Passing through the next set of trees, he saw Hank and Kelly racing across a short field that led to an old farmhouse.   A barbwire fence stood at the edge of the field, between them and the house. A few hundred yards down the fence, several demented raced their way.   Tom quickly followed after Hank and Kelly. Partway across the field he heard a couple more shotgun blasts from behind.   Rachael was in trouble.
Hank stopped at the fence and used one hand and one foot to pry the top two strands apart, forming a large opening for Kelly to crawl through. Once she was on the other side he glanced back to see where Tom was at.
Rushing through the field, Tom yelled, “Get across...I’m going to hand you Sam.”
Kelly held the wires apart for Hank to climb through.   As he got to the other side, Tom came running up and immediately lifted Sam up over the wires.
“Go, get to the house.”   Tom said.
Tom unslung his rifle and turned down the fence line.   Just a few dozen feet away were several angry demented charging toward him. The lead one bared his teeth in an angry growl.   Raising his rifle to his shoulder, Tom squeezed off several rapid shots, the rounds slamming into the demented.   The body recoiled from the shots, knees buckling, he toppled to the ground. The fallen demented was immediately replaced by two more. Continuing to pull the trigger, Tom dropped both of them.   Before their bodies hit the ground, they were replaced by two more.
Even through the grime on their faces, Tom recognized on of them. He was one of the checkout men at the local grocery store. Those times seemed so distant, almost like a past life.   Knowing Grocery Store would never recognize him, Tom pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.   They were almost on top of him.   What?   I haven’t shot enough to be out...jam.   There was not enough time to clear and re-charge his rifle. He went for his sidearm, even knowing there would never be time to bring it to bear.
In a puff of red, Grocery Store’s head exploded.   Thanks Hank.   
The second one, a tall man wearing only a pair of filthy, white underwear lunged at Tom, knocking him to the ground. The wind was knocked from Tom’s lungs as he slammed hard to the ground.   He was just able to get a forearm between him and Underwear. Red, rage filled eyes stared down at Tom. Spit flew out of Underwear’s mouth as he growled and gnashed his teeth.   With his free arm, Tom brought his pistol around, held it to the thing’s head, and pulled the trigger. Gore spattered Tom’s face as Underwear’s head blew out the other side.   Tom hefted the limp body off.
Holstering his pistol and grabbing his AR, Tom stood back up and surveyed the field.   There were no more demented near him.   Looking to the farmhouse, he saw Hank standing on the worn out back porch, rifle in hand.   After a quick salute, he turned and disappeared into the house. In the distance to the side of the house, Tom could see movement.   It was far off, but coming this way.   Tom turned toward the forest to check on Rachael.   She was nowhere in sight and the forest was still.
Raising the rifle to his shoulder, he scanned the tree line with the help of his scope’s magnification.   There was another loud boom from Rachael’s shotgun. Still no movement.   He continued scanning the trees, when he finally saw a flash of color.   Bursting through a thick stand of young pine trees was Rachael, shotgun in one hand.   Seeing Tom, she turned slightly and began sprinting directly toward him. Right behind her a horde of demented raced out from between the trees, shrieking with rage.
Tom turned, laid the rifle on the ground, and climbed through the wires on the fence.   During the process, Hank’s rifle boomed from the farmhouse. Tom grabbed his rifle and quickly worked the slide to clear the breech.   With the jam cleared he was able to slam in another round.   Rising up, he saw Rachael sprinting across the field, currently about halfway to the fence.   Behind her were at least a dozen demented.
Tom raised the rifle to his shoulder and sighted through the scope.   His heart pounded in his chest when his view was filled with angry faces. Rachael’s form filled a portion of his view and made for a difficult shot.   Not wanting to risk it he side stepped several feet to one side, gaining a better angle on her pursuers. Hank’s rifle continued to fire from the farmhouse.   Tom could see an occasional demented drop out of the pack, a victim of Hank’s lead. Picking one demented at a time, Tom began squeezing the trigger.   He tried to remain focused, steady his breathing, and calm his already racing heart.
Rachael stumbled and went to the ground, disappearing out of view below the tall grass.
Tom heard something to his left, along the fence line. He knew Rachael was in trouble and needed every bit of his attention.   
Ahead of him, he saw several demented nearly on top of Rachael’s location.   Her head was just beginning to come into view above the grass.   Hank’s rifle boomed, dropping another demented.   Tom began rapidly pulling the trigger, throwing as many bullets into the group as possible. 
Tom’s rifle ran dry.   Still hearing something coming from his left, he dropped his rifle and went for his sidearm. Pulling it up to a ready position, he spun toward the noise and saw a couple demented barreling his way. Firing off a quick burst of shots, he dropped both of them to the ground.   
Spinning back toward Rachael, he saw one of the demented was just grabbing a hold of her from behind.   The two of them went down, dropping out of sight.   There were still a couple farther back, racing to catch up.
Using a fence post for leverage, Tom leapt over the barbwire and began sprinting toward Rachael’s position.   Knowing he could never make this long of a shot with his pistol, he pumped his arms and ran as fast as he could.   Rachael’s anguished screams pushed him faster.   Momentarily blotting them out was the boom of Hank’s rifle. One of the two demented that still ran, toppled over backwards as a round ripped through his skull. 
Tom was almost there when Hank fired another shot, dropping the remaining pursuer. Tom was terrified of what he would find as he ran up on Rachael. Her pained screams continued, so he at least knew she was still alive. 
The scene he found was as bad as he could have imagined. Rachael lay on the ground face down, pinned by the camouflaged hunter from earlier.   The hunter was gnawing at the back of Rachael’s neck, spilling blood everywhere.   She was still screaming, but it was becoming strained and weak.
Rushing over, Tom placed his pistol up to the hunter’s head and pulled the trigger. Blood and gore splattered across Rachael’s head and the ground beside her.   Tom dropped the pistol and shoved the body off of her. She continued to scream while laying still.
“I’m here...you’re okay now...I got ya.”   Tom said while he kneeled down beside her. Thick, dark blood oozed out from several wounds near the base of her neck.   The hunter had ripped out large chunks of flesh.   Tom grabbed his knife and cut away a large section of his sweatshirt. Using the fabric he began applying pressure to the wounds, hoping to stem the flow of blood.
Adding to Tom’s already high sense of urgency was Hank’s rifle continuing to fire. Something was still out there.
“I have to get you to the house.   Can you hold this on your neck?”   Tom said.   No response. “Rachael, can you hold this?”   He repeated.   Her back moved with each breath, but her head remained still.
Having no other choice, Tom used one hand to hold the fabric in place while rolling her over onto his other arm.   Tom was horrified to see how much blood was pooled on the ground where her head had laid.   Cradling her in his arms, he stood and turned for the house.   Hank stood on the porch, rifle raised, sighting through the scope. His shots had become less frequent, but he continued to fire at something that was out there.
Racing across the field, Tom tried to think of a smooth way across the barbwire fence, but nothing was coming to mind.   Hank had already recognized the potential problem. He had shouldered his rifle and was sprinting across the backyard toward them.
He arrived at the fence just before Tom, and said, “Bad?”
Tom nodded his head and handed her across the fence to Hank.
“There are more coming out of the trees, several undead.”   Hank said.   
“Get her to the house, I will be right there.”
Hank turned and ran for the house.   Tom climbed through the fence and ran along it until he found his rifle. Turning back to the trees he saw several undead staggering across the field.   They were less than halfway to the fence and at their pace, he had quite a bit of time.   Rather than use up more ammo and draw additional attention, Tom turned and made for the house. Hank’s form was just disappearing into the open doorway.
Inside the old farmhouse was pandemonium.   Hank had laid Rachael face down on the kitchen table and Kelly was working on the back of her neck.   Blood was running across the wooden table and streaming into a growing pool on the torn up linoleum.   
“More rags, I need rags.”   Kelly shouted.
Hank was running around, yanking out drawers and flinging open cupboard doors, trying to locate the items Kelly was shouting out.   Finally finding a drawer full of kitchen towels, he raced over to Kelly.
Tom looked over and saw Sam standing in the corner.   His face was as white as a ghost and he looked about to pass out. Knowing Rachael was in good hands with Kelly; Tom moved over to Sam and kneeled down beside him. “How you doing buddy?” 
“My tummy kinda hurts.”
“Let’s get in the other room and lay down.”
Getting the little guy away from the gore and chaos, Tom laid him on the floor in the next room.   Immediately some color returned to his face.   “You going to be okay bud?”
 “Yeah.”   Sam said while nodding his head.
Tom only knew a small portion of what Sam had been through and he could only imagine what the little guy had seen and done over the past days. Between being scared, hungry, tired, and now seeing the aftermath of a demented attack it was amazing Sam was still functioning at all.
A loud bang at the back door reminded Tom that those things were still outside. “Hang here buddy; I’m going to check on things.”   Tom said.
Tom found his AR leaning in the corner of the kitchen.   Dropping the mag, he reloaded the weapon and glanced at Rachael lying on the table.   His heart sunk seeing her like this.   She was surrounded by bloody towels.   Hank and Kelly both leaned over her, trying desperately to keep her alive. Tom charged his rifle and headed for the back door. 
The wooden door had no window in it, so Tom was unable to see what stood outside, banging on the door.   Moving to the bathroom, he found a small window, mounted high above the bathtub. The glass was caked with mildew and scale making it all but impossible to see out of.   He would either have to open the door or head upstairs if he wanted to see what was out there.
Taking the stairs two at a time he climbed to the second story and made for the back wall. Tom found a small bedroom that had a set of backyard facing windows.   The room was covered in dust and looked like it had not been used in years if not decades.   To one side sat a twin bed, its sheets missing, exposing a stained yellow mattress. 
Stepping up to one of the windows, Tom peered down toward the back porch. Standing on the porch were two infected. A small woman, wearing a shredded sundress, was methodically pounding her forehead into the door. The other, a well-dressed business man, paced back and forth behind her, like an anxious salesman.   Blood stained the back of his suit where a large hole was torn in the fabric.
Looking further out toward the field, Tom saw there were several undead staggering in the direction of the house.   Just along the tree line was one of the demented, racing back and forth between a couple large pine trees.   His behavior was erratic.   This is the first Tom had seen one that was neither chasing someone nor slowly plodding around.   Tom knew the longer they stayed in the old farmhouse the more infected would arrive, and if they stayed too long they might get pinned in.
Hurrying back downstairs, Tom headed for the kitchen.   Kelly was leaned over Rachael, and Hank stood to the side, worry oozing out of him.   “Help me out real quick.”   Tom said to Hank.
Needing no prodding to get out of the kitchen, Hank nodded his head and walked over to Tom. “What’s up?”
“There are a couple at the back door and more on the way. We need to get out of here, but help be block the back door with the couch in there.”   Tom said while pointing to an old flower print sofa in the living room.
Tom’s heart raced when he did not find Sam lying on the floor where he left him. Panicking he shouted, “Sam.”
“Look daddy.”   Sam said from over by one of the front windows.   “I named her Jill...she looks like her, from my book.”
Tom was relieved to have found him, but seeing an infected standing at the window, staring in at Sam, just a foot away, gave him a whole new stress. “Step back from the window bud...slow.”
“It’s okay dad, I’m naming them.”
Tom did not like the plural “them.”   He said, “Are there more?”
“Yip, see Jack back there by the barn.”
Jill still stood there, staring down at Sam, barely shifting from side to side. 
 “Sam...slowly back away.   Come over here buddy.”   Tom said, while raising his rifle to his shoulder. Putting the dot on Jill’s forehead, he waited to see what she would do.   Sam began to ease away from the window.   The infected’s eyes remained on him.
Continuing to back away, Sam turned his head toward Tom and said, “Maybe she‘s friendly.”
Tom never took his eyes off of Jill.   As Sam got farther away from the window, he noticed that she was beginning to shift her head around, looking agitated.   Another couple steps and she began to pound her head against the glass. Sam panicked, turned and ran for Tom. Jill freaked out and slammed her body up against the window, causing it to crack in several directions.
From next to him, Hank said, “That other one is coming from behind her. The window’s not going to hold.”
“Let’s shove this...”   Was all Tom could get out before the glass shattered and Jill came crashing into the room.    She caught herself on her hands and knees, and began to rise.   Placing the red dot on her head, Tom pulled the trigger. The boom was deafening in the enclosed space. Sam covered his ears and screamed out.
Tom could see Jack staggering their way, attracted to all the noise. “Head for the kitchen guys...I’ll take care of the other one.”   After Hank and Sam were out of the room, he finished off Jack and went over to the broken out window.   Looking out, he could see more infected in the distance.   Listening, he could no longer hear the one on the porch banging at the door. Knowing they need to get out of this death trap, Tom made for the kitchen.
Kelly and Hank stood next to Rachael discussing something when Tom entered the room. Both of them stopped and turned toward Tom.    “More are coming, we have to move.”   Tom said.
“We need wheels.”   Hank said.
Kelly looked down at Rachael and said, “She’s nowhere near stable...she needs medical supplies.”
Tom nodded his head and said, “I’ll go out, see if I can get us a vehicle.”
“Nobody’s lived here in years.   I can’t imagine there is anything.”   Hank said.
“I saw another house down the road...maybe a quarter mile.”   Tom replied.
Kelly looked worriedly at Tom, “You can’t go out on your own.”
Tom glanced at Hank, and then back at Kelly.   “I’m not leaving anyone here alone.”   Reaching for his pistol, Tom felt his empty holster and remembered leaving it where Rachael was attacked.   Grabbing his spare from his ankle holster, he held it out toward Kelly. “Take this. You guys cover each other, listen for my return. “   Pointing at Rachael, he added, “Is she ready to move?”
Kelly shrugged her shoulders.   “I’ll have her as ready as possible.”
Tom nodded and headed for the living room, figuring an exit through the already broken window would both cause the least disturbance and give him the greatest chance of avoiding a face to face confrontation.   Looking out through the void, he could see several undead still out front, but they were quite a ways off and were of no current threat.
“Hey Hank, you have a couple walkers headed this way...200 yards out. They might go after me, but you might want to cover up this window with the couch.”   Tom said.
Hank walked into the living room as Tom was finishing and said, “Roger that.”   After a bit of hesitation, Hank added, “Stay tight out there.”
Tom nodded and stepped out through the window.   He debated circling around the house and going for his pistol that remained in the field, but quickly dismissed the idea. Instead he glanced left and right, and then moved toward the old barn, planning to use its protection to get a better view of the neighbor’s house.
On the backside of the barn, Tom found a junkyard of rusted farm equipment. A couple old tractors, a combine, and a variety of implements that Tom did not recognize dotted the landscape, weeds trying to hide their forms.   Keeping his rifle raised, he worked his way along the barn, hugging its back wall to minimize the directions threats could come from.   Side stepping along the wall, he peered between the equipment, scanning the shadows and tall grass for any movement.   Not seeing anything, he continued on to the far corner.
Nearing the corner, Tom sliced the pie to minimize his exposure to any near threats.   Not finding any, he crouched down at the corner and surveyed ahead. Far to his left were the three undead he had seen earlier, slowly staggering along the dirt driveway. None had noticed Tom, and they continued toward the farmhouse. Directly across from the barn sat the neighbor’s house.   It looked to be nearly a half mile distant, quite a bit farther than he had thought initially. Not having any other options, Tom crouched low and started across the field.
After making it partway across the open space, he turned toward the three undead. They still slowly moved along the driveway, a slow, but inevitable march toward the one’s he loved. He had to change their course. Kelly and Hank could take care of them, but he’d rather not take chances.   Tom debated gunning them down, but the shots could draw more attention than he desired. Instead, he held his hands to his mouth in a funnel shape and shouted, “Hey!   This way!”   The trio continued their slow onslaught.   A little louder, “Over here!”   Their little parade ground to a halt, and all three turned toward Tom and began shuffling his way.   Good enough.   Turning back toward the neighbor’s house, Tom began a slow jog.
Approaching the house, Tom could see his efforts likely would not be in vain. He counted at least five vehicles on the property, several trucks and a couple cars.   There had to be keys for the vehicles somewhere.
Before leaving the tall field grass, Tom checked behind him to make sure he had plenty of time.   Turning back to the house, he crouched down and used his scope to glass the area. Seeing no movement outside, he went window by window looking for anything out of the ordinary.   Was anything ordinary anymore?   Tom thought to himself.
After watching for long enough to decide there were no obvious threats, Tom made for the nearest vehicle.   The old truck had seen better days, but it had a double cab and would hold them all.   Crouching low, he ran across the open space, rifle scanning for infected. He slung the rifle to his back and tested the door. It was unlocked, but no keys inside. I have got to learn to hotwire.
Continuing from vehicle to vehicle, Tom checked through all of them and found no keys. He looked back and saw the undead trio was about halfway between houses.   They would not be a problem for quite a while. 
Keeping his rifle trained on the front door, Tom worked his way across the dying lawn, and up the cement steps.   The shredded screen door hung partway open.   With an awful creak of strained hinges, Tom swung the screen out of the way and put his face up to the glass on the door. The interior was dark and gloomy, but appeared to have been lived in recently. 
Tom twisted the doorknob and used his foot to ease the door open while sweeping his rifle up and at the ready.   The pungent stench of death stung his nostrils. Other than a thin layer of dust on flat surfaces, the place was neat and tidy.   Not wanting to find the source of the stench, Tom headed across the hall to a wall mounted hook set that had a variety of keys dangling from it.
******
Right after Tom left, Hank shoved the couch up close to the broken out window and tipped it up on end, using it has a temporary block.   Stepping to the side, he peered out another window and watched Tom make is way out of sight behind the barn.
“Where’s Daddy going?’   Sam said from behind him.
“He’s going to run and get us a car.   He’ll be right back little man.”   Hank said.   Resting a hand on Sam’s shoulder, he added, “Why don’t you go help your mom?   I’m going upstairs to keep an eye on things from the windows.”
Sam, always the tough little guy, nodded his head and headed for the kitchen. Hank watched him go and then headed upstairs.
From the second story Hank had a much better view of the surrounding property. He began making rounds, working from room to room.   Reaching the window that faced the neighbor’s house, Hank could see Tom partway there. He was hesitating, turning back, looking at something. Hank tried to look in the direction Tom was looking, but it was just out of his view through the window. Tom began yelling. Hank moved to the next room over, so that he could see what was going on.   In the driveway that led to the farmhouse was the trio of walkers that Tom mentioned earlier. All at once they turned and began plodding through the field in the direction of Tom.   “Mr. Hero...had to draw them away didn’t you.”
A loud boom came from downstairs, startling Hank.   It came from the room directly below him, and he knew it had to be the couch tipping over.   Hank shouldered his rifle and drew his pistol.   Kelly screamed from downstairs.   Pistol fire erupted.   Rushing down the stairs, Hank held his pistol out in from of him. Between gunshots, he could hear pounding footsteps. It sounded like a lot of them.
Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he spun toward the kitchen, where the sounds of gunfire emanated.   A couple of bodies were sprawled in the hallway just outside the kitchen’s entrance. 
Loud footfalls suddenly sounded behind him.   He began to spin around, but it was too late, someone slammed into him from behind.   Falling to the floor, his pistol was knocked from his hand and went skidding across the hardwood. He tried to crawl toward it, but the weight of the infected pinned him to the floor. It screamed into his ear, spit flying out of its mouth.
More gunfire sounded from the kitchen.
Sensing his attacker lunging toward his neck, Hank twisted and used his elbow to throw the thing off of him.   The demented slammed up against the wall and howled with rage. Free of its suffocating weight, Hank lunged across the floor and grabbed his pistol.   Twisting onto his side, he saw the demented reaching for his leg. Rapidly squeezing the trigger, several shots pounded into its skull, splattering blood across the torn wallpaper.
The gunfire from the kitchen had stopped and was replaced by shouting from Kelly. “Behind me Sam.” 
Sam yelled, “There’s more Mommy.”   His voice was hysterical.
Hank climbed to his feet and turned for the kitchen.   A vague form disappeared from view, into the kitchen. Another entered the hallway, following his companion. This undead wore blood covered jeans and had a ragged, blood covered slash all the way down the side of his flannel shirt. Hank raised his pistol and fired a single shot into the side of its head, dropping it to the floor on top of the others.
Rushing around the corner, Hank saw Kelly standing in front of the dining room table, Rachael lying behind her.   One hand held Sam and another held a large kitchen knife, trembling in front of her.   Between Hank and her was one of the undead, arms reaching for her as it moaned in anticipation.   Not wanting to accidentally hit anyone, Hank quickly raced over and placed his pistol to the back of the thing’s skull and pulled the trigger. Hank’s ears were already ringing and he barely heard the shot.
Worried there may still be more in the house, he said, “Stay put.”   He then spun around and began moving through the house, scanning for threats.   It was only after a couple full sweeps of the house that he felt comfortable there were no more.
Moving back upstairs, Hank surveyed the field that stretched to the neighbor’s house. He could just make out movement near the house, but was unable to tell what was going on. Holstering his pistol, he unslung his rifle and raised it to his shoulder.   He was disappointed to find his scope’s front lens was shattered in the fight downstairs. Cursing to himself, he continued to squint at what he could not see, worry rising in his chest.
After several minutes there was more movement and a rising plume of smoke. As the plume spread away from the house, Hank realized it was dust trailing behind a vehicle.   While he watched the vehicle turned onto the road that led their way. With this, Hank raced down the stairs. “Tom’s coming back, let’s get Rachael out front.”
“She’s all bandaged and ready.   Car?”   Kelly shouted just as Hank was turning the corner into the kitchen.
“Yeah, he’s almost here.”   Hank said. Stepping over to the table, he popped the magazine out of his pistol and loaded a fresh one.   Handing it to Kelly, he said, “Take this, and let’s head out the front. Keep your eyes open.”   Reaching down, he scooped Rachael up in his arms. She let out a soft groan and grimaced, but did not open her eyes.
“Come on Sam. Stay right behind me.”   Kelly said as she moved out of the kitchen. Sam quickly trailed behind her.
Before leaving, Hank looked down at the giant pools of blood that spread out on the table and the floor.   Footprints spread the crimson liquid throughout the kitchen; its volume seemed like more than the human body could hold.   The metallic scent stung his nostrils, nearly overpowering in the small space. Hank took one final look around, worry for Rachael rising in his throat, and then he followed in Kelly and Sam’s wake.
Outside he saw Tom speeding down the driveway, a giant dust cloud rising behind him, like a billowing thunderstorm.   The enormous truck rumbled to a stop directly in front of the house, washing them in the dust that followed.   As it came to a stop, Tom flung open the door, its hinges groaning in protest. “Slide Rachael on the back bench, we can fit in the front.”
There was a flurry of activity as they got Rachael into the back and they all climbed into the front.   She remained pale and unconscious throughout the process.   Her body was shutting down.
 “Where to Chief?”   Hank asked.
Tom gunned the gas, spinning the tires, and flipping the truck around. “There is a small town about fifteen minutes north.”
Kelly chimed in, “Great idea.   There is a little hospital there...being rural it might be intact.”
None of them liked heading into a populated area, but it had to be better than cities and Rachael badly needed medical supplies.
“Mommy, I’m hungry.”   Sam said from her lap.
“I know honey, we’ll get some food soon.”
Hank began digging around in the last of their supplies. Finding a granola bar, he cracked it open and handed it to Sam.   “Just don’t get any in your mouth.”
Sam took it and looked back at Hank quizzically.   “What?”   After a few seconds, he cracked a huge grin.   “You’re mess’n with me.”   Giggling, he twisted around and looked back at his mom. “He’s mess’n with me.”
 



Chapter 3: Help
The empty road stretched out about a half mile in front of them before being surrounded by commercial buildings, and dotted with wreckage.   Newport was small, less than 3000 residents. Under normal circumstances it would be a quick trip to get to the hospital, but circumstances were far from normal.
“Hang on everybody...I’m going to keep us moving.”   Tom said.
“Hoorah...now were having fun.”   Hank said with a huge grin.
The big truck rumbled into town.   Most of the businesses had shattered windows, darkness hiding their interiors. A light breeze rustled garbage and debris that lay in the parking areas.   It was like a ghost town.
“Where are they?”   Kelly said.
Nobody answered. They all sat in silence, watching out the windows, waiting for a massive horde of demented to pour out of one of the buildings.   Block after block they passed empty buildings, trashed cars, and houses with dark, empty windows.
The complete lack of infected had everyone on edge and Hank was the first to say it. “I kinda wish we would at least see one of ‘em...never thought I would say that.”
“I know it. I have this tingling feeling on the back of my neck...creepy.”   Tom said.   After taking a sharp turn off the main road, Tom added, “The hospital is just ahead.”
The building, while small for a hospital, towered over the nearby houses. Four stories of cinderblock and cement, with a helicopter pad on the roof.   Nearing the parking area, they saw that someone had created a semi-wall using trucks and cars.   It looked like the aftermath of a freeway pileup, but was clearly planned and built.   The question was who?
“I’ve got movement on the roof.”   Hank said.
Tom eased up to the car wall and pulled to a stop.   Peering out his window he saw a couple heads poking over the pony wall that surrounded the top of the hospital roof.   One of them disappeared from view.   “Non-infected. Is it going to be like the school?” Tom asked.
“There is only one way to find out...or we go elsewhere.”   Hank said.
Kelly glanced over her shoulder at the back seat.   “She won’t make it much longer.”
Tom turned and ran a hand through Sam’s hair.   “You guys stay put.   I’ll go talk to them.”
Kelly and Hank wanted to argue, but neither had a better plan, so instead just nodded their heads in agreement.
“Just smile and be nice, right Mommy?”   Sam said.
Kelly smiled, knowing that is what she always told Sam when he was going to be around new kids.   “That’s right Honey.”
Tom threw the truck in neutral and set the emergency brake. Leaving the engine running he said, “If things go south on me you gotta roll.”   They would probably never leave him, but this way they did not have to question his take on matters if it came to that.
The hinges groaned loudly when Tom opened his door.   Stepping out of the truck, he surveyed his surroundings, and then reached back in for his rifle.   With a man on the roof, he was not too worried about infected sneaking up on him, so rather than look intimidating, he slung the rifle over his shoulder and headed for the car wall.
Picking the smallest car, Tom climbed up and over the hood. Before dropping back to the pavement he glanced back up to the roof and saw one man with a rifle trained on him. The sun glared off the scope’s lens.   He climbed down off the car and began his walk across the small parking area.
The door in front of Tom swung outwards and three men poured out. Two of them pointed AR15s at him and the third held a pistol by his side.   “That’s far enough.”   The man with the pistol shouted. All three men continued to move toward Tom, neither of the rifles dropping an inch.
Tom raised his hands up and said, “We mean no one any harm.”
The pistol man said, “Tom?   Thomas Pike, is that you?”
Tom squinted at the man and then broke into a grin.   “Brad!   Oh man, is it ever good to see you.”
Brad motioned for the other two men to drop their rifles and said, “This guy’s on the good team.”   Taking several steps over to Tom, he bypassed Tom’s extended hand and wrapped him in a giant bear hug. “How many are you?”
“Five. One is hurt real bad...that’s why we came here.”
Brad let go of him and took a step back.   “Well go grab ‘em and let’s get inside.”
Tom breathed a sigh of relief and side stepped across the parking lot until he could see Kelly’s face.   He gave her a come on over wave with his hand and then threw her the two finger peace symbol. Remembering they might need help with Rachael, he headed over to help them out.   Partway there, he turned back around and shouted to Brad, “Stretcher or wheelchair?”
“Hey Smoke, grab the stretcher out of ER.”   Brad shouted.   One of the men shouldered his rifle and ran back into the building.
Turning back around, Tom saw Hank sliding Rachael out of the back seat. “They’re coming with a stretcher. Let’s just get her across the cars.”
Within a couple minutes they were all in one of the trauma bays where Rachael lay on her side. A couple people were frantically working on her, talking back and forth about IVs, blood, and a bunch of medications Tom had never heard of.
Brad stepped over to him, resting his hand on Tom’s shoulder.   “They’re not doctors, but they are good. Let them do their thing...let’s go talk.”
Kelly overheard their conversation and said, “Sam and I will stay here with her, you boys go talk.”
Tom had noticed the hospital had power and as they walked down the hall he said, “How long will the generator run?”
“We have two...a diesel primary and an old propane secondary. We have enough diesel on hand to run minimal equipment for another week...maybe two. The propane generator has a large cylinder outside that should run a couple weeks, but only powers the old portion of the hospital...which isn’t much.”
“How many people you got here?”
Leading them into the waiting room, Brad said, “Sit...I’ll tell you everything.”
After they all found a seat he added, “What’s your guys’ story anyway?”
Pointing to Hank, he said, “I was in Portland when it hit the fan...met Hank there. We had a leisurely trip home and then came here.”
Laughing, Brad asked, “Is that the short or long story?”   Looking over at Hank, he added, “Portland...damn, I heard the cities were chaos...death traps.”
Tom just nodded his head, not really wanting to delve back into those memories.
“Anyway...here probably wasn’t as bad, but it hit fast.   I was at work that morning and all the sudden people just started going crazy. I locked my office door when I heard...just hid in there for quite a while.   I heard screams, gunshots, and...worse throughout the day. The whole hospital went crazy, all within hours.”
Tom sat forward in his chair, “How many were lost?”
Shaking his head, “Everyone...almost everyone.   I was terrified...slept in my office.   The next morning I did an overhead page, asking anyone still able to call my extension.”   Brad hesitated a bit, clearly struggling with bringing all the memories back to light. “I got one call.   It was from Radichi up in surgery. He had done the same thing, locked in his office.”
“How did you ever clear the hospital?”   Hank asked.
“It wasn’t just the two of us.   There was death...gore...it was unbelievable. Others showed up...took several days, but we got the hospital cleaned up and the barricade built.   It’s not a wall, but it slows them enough for our guys on the roof to take them out. I think it was the second or third day that some of them started...coming back. It was the first time I had used the word zombie without a chuckle.”
“Where are all of them?   We didn’t see a single infected on our way in.”   Tom said.
“I would like to say we wiped them out, but we actually have a huge problem.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“It’s up at the school, it’s surrounded by infected.   They got overwhelmed initially and then over the first few days there was so much noise from the surrounding horde that it drew almost the entire town over there.”
“You have a great place here, why get the school back?”
“There are survivors, trapped inside.   They’ve been there the whole time.   I can’t imagine they have much food left.”
“School’s not even in session.”
“Normally you’re right, but they started a couple weeks early this year”
“They can’t still be alive...can they?”
“We’ve been scouting it and we’ve seen a white flag waving from out of one of the exhaust stacks.   We think they are holed up in the kitchen area.”
Tom nodded his head.   “Food...makes sense. How could we help?”
“We’re a ragtag bunch.   Two guys served in the military, all the rest of us are, at best, civilians with guns. Not only do we need firepower, but skills as well.”
“How are the two military guys you have?”
Brad looked over at Hank and then back to Tom.   “One is older...served in Vietnam.   He knows his weapons and is a great shot...but not a tactician. Radichi is the other one...did a couple tours with the 10th Mountain.   Everyone calls him Smoke.   He’s like a magician in his ability to disappear. Great guy...very capable.   He knows we need more guys if we are going to attempt a rescue.”
 “Sounds like we need to make this a priority.   I need to sit down with Radichi. We can formulate a plan and then pull together whoever you’ve got.”
“I’ll track him down and get you guys together.   Call him Smoke, he prefers it.”
“Know anything about what is going on or why?”
“I know I went from head of Information Technology to CEO overnight.”   Brad said with a laugh.
Tom grinned. “And I always thought you had bad karma.”
“Well I also went to no pay...so she still haunts me.   Seriously though, I probably don’t know much more than you. Bits and pieces from those that saw the news before everything went offline.   Seems to be the new flu vaccine stabilizer coupled with something else...virus maybe.   We see choppers overhead occasionally, no help, just hover and fly by.”
Tom nodded and said, “We’ve seen those as well.   Know anything about them?”
“I think they fly out of the training base up north.   Military...they seem to know something.   I just can’t get them to stop.   We’ve tried to radio them, but no response.”
“Hmmm...I’ve been to that base.   First thing first, Hank and I are going to check on Rachael. When you find Smoke, send him our way.”
“Will do...thanks guys.”
******
Eddie had never been so scared in his life.   When the infection first hit, he was terrified, but not like this. At least on that first day actions were based on reactions.   It was making decisions to survive.   The rules were simple:   Evade, fight, and survive.   This was different.   This was planned.   He had been up all night thinking about it. Wading into those things...attacked...torn to pieces...eaten alive.
 “Eddie, you coming or what?”   Smoke said from next to Tom.
He stood in place, staring at the two men, debating turning and running, and then finally said, “I’m coming.”
The three men, in addition to four others, were up late the night before, finalizing plans and going over hand drawings of the school’s layout. None of them thought they had a great plan and they all knew everything could go really bad really fast, but it was all they had. There were only seven of them, four with real experience, and three that at least knew how to handle a weapon.
Tom and Smoke picked up a ladder and continued along the sidewalk, nearing the forested hillside that overlooked the school.   Glancing to his right, Tom could see Hank and Dennis making their way up the side of the water tower.   They looked tiny clinging to the ladder on the side of the giant cylinder. Both had high powered rifles slung over their shoulders.
Eddie was scared before and now that they had reached the edge of the hillside he was absolutely terrified.   The three of them hunched down in the trees, gazing at the school and surrounding horde below.   There were hundreds of infected.   Agitated bodies swarmed the building, forming a wide wall of infected humans. All Eddie could think was we’re going down there. The thought seemed ludicrous.
Tom looked over at Smoke.   “You ready for this?”
 “Rock and roll baby, rock and roll.” 
“Eddie, you ready?”   Tom said.
Eddie nodded his head, worried his voice would crack if he tried to talk.
The three men all began to prepare for their assault.   Smoke unslung his rifle and checked the chamber to make sure he had a round loaded.   Eddie moved up to the front of the ladder, taking Smoke’s position.   Tom removed a small mirror from his chest pocket and used it to signal Hank on top of the water tank.
Within a few seconds Hank signaled back, setting the plan in motion. In the distance a truck engine rumbled to life. The truck began quickly backing down the road that led directly to the school.   Tom could just make out Jenny lying flat in the truck’s bed. Speeding in reverse it flew toward the surrounded school. He was just beginning to think they were getting too close to the horde, when the truck tires squealed, sending smoke rolling off the pavement.    The truck came skidding to a stop.
Jenny sat up with her rifle and began firing rounds into the nearest infected. Their reaction was instantaneous.    The pent up energy was released in a giant howl of rage. The unanimous scream was so loud Tom could feel it in his chest.   With terrifying speed, the entire mass of infected surged toward the truck, like a tsunami lifted from the ocean depths.
The truck tires squealed again, this time in the opposite direction, shooting gravel and chunks of pavement at the enraged demented.   For a time the tires just spun, the truck sitting in place as the demented rushed at it.   Jenny continued to rapidly fire into the oncoming mass, her shots coming quicker and quicker, panic taking over.   Finally the tires grabbed pavement, shooting the truck forward, away from the swarm.
“Hold.”   Tom said while continuing to watch the truck.
Quickly speeding away, the truck slowed a bit, allowing the demented to catch up. Jenny’s rifle continued to fire into them, brass shell casings clattering to the metal truck bed. Her weapon ran dry.   Dropping the empty magazine out, she quickly slammed a fresh one into the well and charged the rifle.   Barely skipping a beat, she began firing again. The giant horde continued their pursuit, enticed by the sight of fresh meat.
Seeing that most of the infected had left the building to chase after the truck, Tom said, “Let’s move.”
Tom and Eddie lifted the ladder and began jogging down the hill. Smoke held his rifle tight to his shoulder and ran along beside them.     All three men felt better to be executing the plan rather than worrying about the plan.
Before they even made it halfway across the flat that ran to the school, their worst fears were realized.   A couple of the trailing infected noticed their movements and spun toward them. They issued loud huffing noises before charging toward the trio.   Their huffs were heard by those near them and a whole section of the horde peeled off and raced back their way.
The crack of Smoke’s rifle sounded.
One of the nearest demented pitched over backwards.   The sound of his rifle fire drew even more infected.
From the top of the water tower Hank watched in horror as nearly half of the giant horde split off and began their pursuit of the ladder crew. They’re not going to make it Hank thought to himself.   “Make it rain.”   He shouted.   Both men began rapidly firing on the infected. Their guns rapidly boomed as they continually pulled their triggers, chambered another round, and fired again.
Tom breathed hard as his legs pumped rapidly.   He looked over and saw a huge wall of demented sprinting at them. Their angry, hate filled eyes glared at him. He watched as several of their heads exploded from gunfire.   Even on the run, Smoke continued to fire shots into the group. “Come on kid, we gotta make it!”   Tom shouted at Eddie. He could hear Eddie’s labored breathing behind him.
Several demented were nearly to them, almost within reach when their lives were snuffed out by gunfire from Hank and Dennis on the tower.
As they neared the edge of the building, Tom shouted, “Planting!”   The two men flipped the ladder horizontal and Tom dropped the front until it stuck into the soft ground. He hunched down holding the base firmly in place.
Smoke came to a stop and began rapidly firing into the oncoming horde, trying to keep them at bay.   For every one he, Hank, and Dennis killed, they were immediately replaced by two more.
Eddie lifted his end of the ladder over his head and began rapidly working his way down the ladder rungs, pivoting the ladder up toward the top of the wall. As it reached the midway point, standing straight up, he gave it one final push and then began speed climbing it as it toppled over toward the wall.   The procedure went perfectly.   Their late night practice in the dark had paid off.
As the ladder slammed into the wall, Tom spun around and began rapidly climbing. He looked up to see Eddie disappearing over the top of the wall.   Below him he continued to hear the crack of Smoke’s rifle. Just as Tom reached the top of the ladder he saw Eddie leaning over the buttress and yelling down to Smoke.
Climbing up over the top, Tom immediately unslung his rifle and spun around to see where Smoke was at.   Looking down, he saw Smoke had dropped his empty rifle and was just beginning to climb up the ladder. Several demented were right behind him. The nearest ones grabbed at his legs. Tom began taking shots, trying to knock them loose.   More demented kept coming.   Several had a hold of Smoke, trying to pull him from the ladder.   He began howling in pain as they ripped into the flesh of his legs. 
Eddie had unslung his rifle and joined Tom in firing down at Smoke’s attackers.
Blood was beginning to spill to the ground as they tore into Smoke. Tom’s eyes met his.   Terrified, anguished eyes stared back at him. It was a look that could never be forgotten. His fingers slipped off the ladder rungs and he was pulled down into a churning mass of infected.
“No!”   Tom shouted. Unable to do anything else, he fired several rapid shots into the place he last saw Smoke, finally ending his agonizing screams. He slung his rifle and shouted to Eddie, “Help me!”
The two men grabbed the top of the ladder and pulled it up onto the roof while the demented were busy down below.   They both flopped down onto their backs, gasping for air. Over the shrieks and growls of the demented, they could hear the gut wrenching sounds of Smoke being torn apart and devoured. It was the worst sound either of them had ever heard.
Eddie rolled over onto his side, heaved, and threw up his breakfast.
 



Chapter 4: Nightmare
It had been days since Lincoln and his men returned to their school turned fortress, only to find that it had been overrun by infected.   They spent an entire day and countless bullets clearing the entire compound room by room.   With every shot fired his hatred of Thomas Pike increased tenfold. He had returned to find his new play thing gone...freed by the self-righteous dirtbag.   His only solace was the idiots that allowed Tom to escape had met their demise...and a couple of them in the worst of ways, eaten alive.
After getting the school back they gathered weapons and went out hunting for Tom and his companions.   Starting with his home, they only found an empty house and bodies dotting the yard, none of which were Tom or those that followed him.   Mike ordered his men to track them, track them to the end of the world if they had to.   “Find them...don’t kill him or his family...I want them.”   Were the last words he gave them. 
Two days later, Lincoln sat in his office chair staring out the window. He watched as the old orange truck Tom had used in his escape pulled in through the gate.   Peering carefully into the windows, he made sure it was his men that returned.   Satisfied he spun in his chair and waited.
Boots echoed down the hall that led to his office.   Moments later Big Mike and his youngest son rushed into his office. Both were breathing hard and had excited looks on their faces.
“What have you got for me?”   Lincoln growled.
“We found them.”   Mike said. Stepping closer to the desk, he went on, “Tracked them to the north.   They made it to the old Cranley place.”
Angered excitement filled Lincoln’s face as he stood.   “Still there?” 
Mike shook his head.   “No. Grabbed a truck and took off.”
“Then why do you have that stupid grin on your face?   You piece of crap, I told you...”
“Relax...I know where they went.”   With a smirk he added, “Where all of them went, including his wife and kid.”
“Now I like the sound of that, go on.”
“One of them, the blonde, was hurt.   They had to pack her out.   Took off north on highway 2, headed for Newport.   I am sure they are looking for medical supplies at the hospital there.”
Lincoln rubbed his shaved head, looking down at the desk. Turning back to the window, he said, “Brad and his men still there.”
“Last I heard.”
Lincoln nodded his head thinking.
Little Mikey stepped toward the desk.   “They’re weak...we’ve thought about taking everything they had weeks ago. I’ve been up there. All the infected surrounded the school...it’s the only reason they’ve survived this long.”
   Lincoln thought for a bit. “Brad is smart, but you’re right, they don’t have fighters. Trips and all the others are out gathering. Let’s pull together weapons and ammo. When they return, we all head north.”
******
“Should we move?”   Eddie said.
“I don’t want to.”   Tom replied. Groaning, he sat up. “But I guess we should.   You did good Eddie.”
Looking back toward the wall surrounding the roof, Eddie shook his head.
“There is nothing we could do for him.   He knew as well as us what the risks were.”
“It’s just...it’s just seeing it...hearing it.”   Eddie said with a shaking voice.
Tom patted Eddie’s shoulder.   “Let’s just make it worth it.”
Eddie gave a nod of his head.
The two of them grabbed their rifles and stood.   Tom gave an overhead wave to Hank and Dennis, letting them know they were okay.   From this distance it was tough to make out, but he thought one of them waved back.   The growls and moans of the surrounding infected made Tom want to get inside the school as soon as possible.
“Let’s do this...rock and roll.”   Eddie said, trying to sound tougher than he felt.
Partway across the roof they found the door they looked for. Tom listened intently for any signs of infected on the other side. Not hearing anything, he opened the door, rifle raised, and peered into the dark stairwell.
Hank watched through his rifle scope as the two men entered the stairway door. “Now we wait.”
Dennis let out a soft reply.   “That didn’t go as planned.”
Standing at the top of the stairwell, Tom thought back to Kelly and Sam. He had finally found them...had her back in his arms, and now he risked it all.   She had been angry when he told her.   Unable to blame her for being upset, he could only offer apologies that she did not want to hear.   Understanding his reasons, she agreed with the need, but did not okay him being on the mission.   He just had to make sure the trip was worth it, and that he returned to her.
Eddie whispered, “What’s up...you okay?”
“Yeah...yeah, I’m fine.”   Tom stood thinking for a bit and then said, “This is a high school...there will be kids.”   In the near darkness he grabbed Eddie’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes.   “You can’t hesitate.   They’re not human anymore, remember that.”
Eddie nodded his head in acknowledgement.   Even while he nodded his head, he wondered if he would hesitate. He hoped not.
 At the bottom of the stairs stood a door with a sliver of light shining underneath.   Using the thin light as a guide, the two men slowly worked their way down the stairs.   The cold cement walls offered no clues to the horrors that lay beyond.
Reaching the door, Tom held his ear to it, listening.   From the other side of the thick steel he could not make out anything. He wondered if there were infected inside the building, but then quickly realized that the trapped survivors would have at least made their way to the roof rather than shove a makeshift flag up an exhaust tube.
“Grab the door.”   Tom said while stepping back with his rifle raised.   Adrenaline coursed through his veins, and the beating of his heart thumped in his chest.   It was go time and his body knew it.
Eddie’s hand trembled as he reached for the handle.   He had never felt such fear in his life.   With a quick twist he opened the door and side stepped out of the way. Dim light spilled in from the open doorway.
Tom looked out at the empty hallway, stacked lockers staring back at him. He knew from the hand drawn maps that to the right was the direction they needed to go. “Stay tight.”   He whispered as he stepped through the open door.
The sound made the hairs on his arms stand on edge.   It happened before he even made it all the way into the hallway. Multiple terrifying shrieks, sharp and hungry echoed down the hallway.
Turning toward the noise, Tom saw nearly a dozen infected.   As he expected they were students, dressed in leatherman jackets and skinny jeans.   Tom sidestepped further into the hallway to make room for Eddie to get out and then he began firing.   The shots were loud in the narrow hallway, echoing off the cement walls. The clang of brass shell casings hitting the hard floor was drowned out by the howls of the demented. Unable to acquire targets and pull the trigger fast enough, the demented continued to charge.
Eddie stepped out next to him.   Rifle raised, he immediately began firing into the oncoming horde.
Only the sounds of rapid gunfire could be heard.   The screaming mouths of the demented hung open, but their shrieks were no match for the combined rifle booms.   Blood and gore flew through the air as the bullets ripped into them. Within seconds all that remained was a pile of bloody bodies and the thick stench of cordite.
With the rifles quiet, they were surrounded by howls, banging, and the thumps of pounding footsteps.   The hornet’s nest was stirred up and they had just dug right into the middle of it. Panic welled up inside both of them.
Tom looked to the stairwell door and debated retreating. From behind him came the sound of footfalls on the tile floor.   Spinning around, he saw a tall, lanky kid in shorts rushing toward them. Directly behind him was another boy, nearly naked, dried blood caking his chest and legs.   With a boom his first shot slammed into the tall kid’s shoulder, spinning him sideways.   He slowed, stumbled, and fell to the floor, his face skidding on the tile. The next demented nearly tripped over his fallen companion.
Eddie’s rifle boomed several times, hitting the demented in the neck and face. It crumpled to the floor.
Tom fired another round into Tall Kid before he could regain his feet.
Rounding the far corner were several staggering undead, moaning and reaching with outstretched arms.   Between them raced a couple more demented.   They growled and shoved the slow moving undead out of the way.
   “We have to move.”   Tom shouted.
Not needing further encouragement, Eddie turned and ran down the hallway. They both knew this was the wrong direction, but they needed plan B.
Tom fired a couple quick shots into the mass of infected, and then turned to follow him. Eddie was nearing the end of the hall where it split to the left and right.   Tom watched him skid to a stop, raise his rifle, and begin sending rounds down the side hall out of sight.   Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. With each boom of Eddie’s rifle, Tom watched as his muzzle flashed with a puff of fire and smoke, a shell casing flew into the air, flipping through space, and then clanged to the floor.   The brass bounced and rolled across the tile, slowly coming to rest in the groves that separated the large tiles.   Shrieks and growls echoed down the long hall from behind him.
Eddie was focused on firing at targets in front of him when a gray haired woman wearing a torn dress sprinted out of the dark hall behind him. Tom raised his rifle, firing several rapid shots. The woman pitched over, landing in a heap next to the growing mound of shell casings.   Blood oozed from a wound in her head, forming an ever growing crimson pool, dotted with shiny brass islands.
Spinning back around and dropping to one knee, Tom began firing at the oncoming horde. Panic welled up inside him when he saw dozens of undead staggering around the far corner. Focusing only on the demented, he continued to fire at them until only their slow moving brethren remained. From behind him he heard an empty magazine clatter to the ground.
 “Loading!”   Eddie shouted.
“I’m coming. “   Tom shouted as he stood. Running the remaining distance over to Eddie, Tom watched as he struggled to slam a fresh magazine into his rifle. Nerves and panic were taking over. He continued to fumble with the magazine. “Stay calm.   Focus.”   Tom shouted.
Glancing each way, Tom could see the reason for Eddie’s panic and sense of urgency. Several demented sprinted at them from each direction.   Staggering between lifeless forms on the floor were dozens of undead.   Using his metal sights, Tom began firing into the nearest attackers. 
Two shots later his rifle ran dry.
He knew the AR was running low, but his heart still sank when there was no reaction to his trigger pull.   Angry growls and the sounds of pounding feet echoed toward them from all directions. Tom could hear Eddie fumbling with his rifle.
Panic swelled in Tom’s chest.    His stomach knotted up.   Slow is smooth, smooth is fast he repeated to himself.
“We have to move. This way.”   Tom shouted while turning to make a break down the long hall to his right.   He let his empty rifle dangle from its sling and instead reached for his sidearm. Next to him, Eddie stood cussing, unable to get his rifle to cooperate.
Eddie did not understand what was going on.   He had now tried several times to get the magazine to seat into his AR’s mag well and it would not click into place.   The screams, growls, and thud of boots were piercing into his brain, making it impossible to focus.   He glanced up to see Tom beginning his dash down the long hall. The thought of remaining behind and swallowed up by the rushing hordes was too much for him. A quick glance down the other halls and the sight of what rushed at him caused Eddie to drop his rifle and chase after Tom.
The horde that raced directly toward them was led by three demented. One had got caught up in the bodies that were splayed out on the floor, and was crashing face first to the hard tile. A monstrous kid, with his huge belly swaying from side to side as he ran, raced past his fallen companion. It seemed impossible for such a large body to move so swiftly.   Trailing both of them was an older man, dressed nicely, wearing a set of dark framed glasses.     Nearly a dozen slow moving undead staggered in their wake.
Tom knew their only hope was to get out of the hall.   There were far too many to gun them all down. Not only was there those directly in front of them, but the angered sounds of dozens more reverberated from behind them.
Pistol raised, Tom fired several rapid shots into the lumbering fat kid. Red splotches dotted his tight shirt. Not waiting to see the kid fall to the floor, Tom adjusted to the right, and squeezed off a couple rounds at The Professor. The first shot shattered his glasses, ripped a ragged hole right through his eye socket, and blew red and white chunks out the back of his head.   The third demented was using the handrail along the wall to pull himself back to his feet.   Next to him was a partially open doorway.
Tom continued to race down the hall, holding his pistol out in front of him with one hand. He fired off several shots, catching the demented in the head and again in the neck.   Blood spilled down his chest as he slid down the wall, leaving a large red streak behind.
“Look out!”   Eddie shouted.
Just to the left of Tom was the huge kid rushing his way, nearly on top of him. Tom tried to spin his pistol around, but the kid was too close.
Eddie’s pistol roared to life.
 A couple rapid booms. 
Blood, brains, and bone fragments exploded out of the side of the kid’s head, splattering the wall in front of Tom.   The kid thundered to the floor.
Waiting to thank Eddie until later, Tom covered the last few steps to the open door. Before going in, he took a quick glance back down the hall and was terrified to see the entire hallway filled with infected. The surging mass from one hall was spilling into the main hallway, colliding with those that followed directly behind Tom and Eddie.
Both men raced through the open doorway.   Tom turned and slammed the door closed behind them.
There was a strange smack, like a hand slapping a table, as the infected from all directions descended on the door.   Both the door and the frame shook with the beating from outside.
With no deadbolt, Tom was only able to twist the small lock on the handle, which seemed almost laughable, but he did it anyway.
Turning with his back to the door, Tom surveyed the room they were in. It was the high school’s library, containing row after row of tall bookshelves.   The wall directly across from Tom was covered by large windows. Staring back at him through the glass were hundreds of angry eyes.   They saw the prey that had eluded them outside and now began banging on the glass trying to gain entry.
Knowing the large shelves full of books would be either too heavy or bolted to the floor, Tom instead pointed to a large wooden desk and said, “Help me grab the desk.”
Eddie stood in place, staring at the long row of windows. His face was white with fear.
“Eddie, help me out!”   Tom shouted as he ran over to the large desk.
Using his legs, Tom began shoving the desk over toward the door. There was an ear piercing screech as the metal on the bottom of the legs scraped across the tile floor.
This noise seemed to dive deep into Eddie’s brain and pull him out of the stupor he was in. He quickly holstered his pistol and ran over to help Tom.
After getting the desk up against the door, Eddie said, “That’s not going to stop them. What are we going to do?   I can’t die like this. Why the hell did we come here?”   He kept rambling on.
The sound of cracking glass caused him to stop his rant and turn toward the windows. Several of the windows were beginning to split. Long slivers streaked out in multiple directions, splitting the glass into giant pie slices. Blood covered hands and faces pressed up to the glass. Their numbers swelled as others heard them and joined their ranks, swarming the library wall.
Behind Tom the door continued to rattle on its hinges as the infected pounded into it.
“What are we...” 
Eddie was interrupted by the sound of shattering glass.   Shards of glass crashed to floor as the nearest window exploded inward, spilling infected into the room.   They crashed to the floor in a pile of twisted arms and legs. Before the mass could rise, more continued to pour through the open window, growling at Tom and Eddie. 
“Run!”   Tom yelled as he began racing between the aisles of books.   He had no idea where to go, but knew staying put was certain death.   Directly in front of him was a wall containing only a large corkboard with student’s documents pinned to it. 
Eddie shouted from behind him, “They’re coming.”
Reaching the wall, Tom looked both directions and saw a door along the wall near the windows. Dozens of eyes stared at him through the cracked glass.   The window looked about to shattered in.
“This way, hurry.”   Tom shouted.
Both of them piled through the door and slammed it closed behind them.
Breathing hard, Tom said, “This seems familiar.   How many doors can we barricade?”
Eddie did not respond.   He wanted to throw up. The only reason he came on this mission was Liz.   He hoped that acting tough, saving some people, and becoming the hero would make her notice him. Instead he was stuck in the worst nightmare he could imagine.
“I can’t do this, let’s get out of here.”   Eddie said.
Tom stood with his back up against the door.   He looked over at Eddie.   “I don’t think that’s an option anymore.”
Eddie started crying.   He dropped his head and slumped to the floor in front of a long table lined with computer monitors. “I can’t...I’m done.”
The door behind Tom shook as infected began pounding on it.
Tom glanced around the room.   They were in a computer lab that thankfully lacked windows.   There was a single door at the far end, likely leading back into one of the hallways.
“Come on, let’s get moving.”   Tom said while reaching down and grabbing Eddie under the armpit.   He lifted him back to his feet, looked him in the eyes, and said, “We’re going to get out of this.”
Eddie’s eyes were watery and swollen.   Using the back of his arm, he wiped his face and nodded his head.
Rather than take the time to barricade the door, Tom made his way between the computer tables toward the far door.   This door had a large glass window in it, allowing Tom to get a view of the hall beyond.   Peering out into the dark hallway, he could see no movement, only an empty hallway and rows of lockers.
“Looks clear...you ready?”   Tom said.
Eddie looked anything but ready.   He nodded his head anyway.
 



Chapter 5: Trap
“Look at that.”   Hank said from the top of the water tower.
“What do you think is going on?”   Dennis replied.
Both men glassed the school and watched as a section of infected that surrounded the building began to swarm in agitation.   There movements were excited.   They growled angrily and huffed loudly, attracting more. From the angle that they watched it was impossible to see what was going on.
“I’m not sure, something sure has them excited.”   Hank said.
“They’re quite a ways from the kitchen area.”
“I know it...but it’s got to be Tom and Eddie.”
Dennis laid his rifle on its side and looked over at Hank. “Those sounded like shots earlier. Think they’re in trouble?”
Hank continued to spy the infected through his scope.   Suddenly the surrounding horde began moving. “They’re moving.”   He said.   Continuing to watch them, he saw the infected moving toward the building out of sight. It was like watching a dammed up river that suddenly broke through, flowing easily.
“That’s bad.”   Dennis mumbled.
 “Agreed.” 
The sound of gravel crunching under feet caused both men to turn and look down the hillside in the direction of the hospital.   It was Jenny and Austin approaching on foot.
 “Oh Yeah!   You see that.”   Austin said loudly as they neared the base of the water tower.
Hank and Dennis watched as Jenny grabbed Austin by the shirt and quietly reprimanded him for being so loud.   The two of them stood face to face for quite some time before Jenny let go of him and they continued toward the tower.   Quiet thuds of boots on metal along with grunts of exertion could be heard as the argumentative pair made their way up the tower’s ladder.
After a minute Jenny’s pretty head poked over the edge.   “We drew off a bunch of them, worked just like planned.”
“You did your part great...it was afterwards that everything went bad.”   Hank said.
Before anyone could respond, Austin came climbing over the top and said, “Where they at?   I thought those pokes would be out by now.”
“Shut up.”   Jenny said. She looked back at Hank and Dennis. “What happened?”
“A few of the infected noticed them making a break for the school. They started making noises, calling to the others.   It went bad real fast.”   Hank said.
Dennis spoke up.   “Smoke didn’t make it.”
Jenny started to say something, but Austin butted in.   “Wow, never thought that sneaky punk would kick it.”
“You’re an ass.”   Jenny said. The last few weeks had hardened her to death, but this one still hit hard.   She had sat and visited with Smoke on a lot of lonely nights. It was tough to stay awake on watch in the middle of the night and they often kept each other company.   Almost in a whisper, she said, “What about Eddie and the other guy?”
Hank said, “Tom...Eddie and Tom made it to the roof.   Went in the access door just like we planned.”   He looked back over to the school. “Been inside ever since.” 
Dennis added, “We think we heard shots, and then all the infected grouped up over there.”   He pointed to the area that was still clustered with infected.   They still continued to siphon into the building through an unseen opening. “The infected are getting in somewhere.”
“How long do we wait before deciding they’re taking an endless nap?”   Austin said.
   “What’s your problem?”   Hank said.
“Hey, I’m being realistic.   They are probably gone already.”
Hank’s face was red with rage and he looked just about to punch him in the face.
Dennis placed a hand on his shoulder.   “Take it easy...both of you.”   He looked over at Jenny.   “Why don’t you and Austin get back to the hospital...Hank and I will watch for them.”
Austin started to say something, but Jenny beat him to it and said, “Good idea. Come on big guy, let’s check on the others. I bet they would feel more comfortable with some guns returning.”
After the two of them were down the side of the tower and on their way back, Hank looked over at Dennis and just shook his head.   Dennis knew exactly what Hank was thinking and just shrugged his shoulders.
Hank went back to watching the school through his scope.   There was still at least a hundred infected remaining outside the building, most of them staggered around the open lawn, far from the buildings walls. A cluster of them were still swarming the far side of the building where they had gained entrance. There was no way to see inside, but both men knew there were now hundreds inside and if Tom and Eddie weren’t already dead, they would be having a very tough time.
******
Just as Tom and Eddie stepped out into the large hallway, a mass of demented broke the door down that separated the computer lab from the library. Knowing it would only slow the rushing horde momentarily, neither of them took the time to close the door to the hall. Instead they started sprinting down the hall, unsure where they were going.
Tom tried to picture the building layout in his mind and where they were at. When they went over the maps they made the mistake of only paying attention to the path from the roof access to the cafeteria and kitchen.   Now that they were outside of this realm, neither of them knew where to go.
The terrifying sounds of demented spilling into the hall behind them caused both of them to glance back.   Dozens of infected had already emerged from the computer lab.   They looked in both directions down the hall, trying to locate their prey. Several noticed Tom and Eddie. They screamed out in rage and took off in pursuit. A steady stream of demented continued to flow out into the hall, crashing into each other and the lockers on the far side.
   There were large wooden doors dotting both sides of the hall.   None were open, leaving their contents unknown.   Out of desperation they could enter one, but there was no telling if it might be filled with infected.
At the far end of the hall stood a set of metal double doors, daylight spilling in through their security glass.   To use these would be calling the mission a bust, likely dooming any survivors that remained in the school.   There was some fear of what lay outside the doors as well. They might end up running right into a horde of infected.
“We have to get out of here.”   Tom said.
Eddie said nothing, but continued his sprint for the metal doors, which was answer enough.
After all this time in the school, it was just now that Tom noticed the stench. It was a sickening mixture of feces, body odor, and maybe rotting meat.   With all the fear he had not noticed it, but now it hung in the air, clinging to his lungs with each breath.   The urge to vomit nearly overwhelmed him.
They finally reached the far door.   So ready for fresh air, Tom no longer worried about what waited for them on the other side.   The horror filled noises that emanated from their pursuers only added to his desire to be outside.
Tom and Eddie each hit the crash bars at full speed sending the doors flying open. Bright light smacked them in the face.   Both doors slammed into the brick walls to the sides.   Directly in front of them stood several groups of infected.   As if controlled by a single brain, they all turned in unison toward Tom and Eddie.
The nearest one, a short man wearing shattered glasses and a plaid vest, opened his mouth and let out a hollow groan.   Several others followed suit, shuffling their way toward the school.
Tom was relieved to see most if not all of the fast moving demented had made their way to the other side of the building.   Or their directly behind me, he thought to himself. 
Eddie slowed, raised his pistol, and began firing into the nearest clump of undead. One of the rounds slammed into Plaid Vest’s jaw, blowing off the lower portion of his face. The head grotesquely flopped over to the side and then his body crumpled to the ground.   Eddie continued to squeeze the trigger while walking across the overgrown lawn.
Knowing the demented would be pouring out of the building, Tom looked over to Eddie and shouted, “This way, we have to move!”
Eddie fired off a couple more rounds and then chased after Tom.
******
“I’ve got movement.”   Hank said while peering through his rifle scope.
Dennis was standing at the back of the water tower taking a piss into the trees below. “ Whatcha got?”
 “Tom and Eddie!   They’re out on the far side.”
Quickly zipping up, Dennis raced over to Hank and scooped up his rifle.
The two of them watched as Eddie began firing into a group of undead.
Dennis said, “I don’t see any demented.   Those things are slow, but look how many are headed their way.”
Hank racked a round and said, “Let’s make it rain.”
The two of them began rapidly firing down on any infected that got near Tom and Eddie. Initially Eddie was startled by the shots and slowed, looking around, but he quickly figured out what was going on and began following Tom again.   The two men worked their way between pockets of infected, trying their best to keep some distance.
Hank’s rifle ran dry and he quickly began cycling more rounds into it. While reloading he noticed movement at the school doors.
Dennis must have noticed as well, because he suddenly said, “We’ve got demented...chasing from the school.”
Both men continued to watch the river of demented pouring out of the opening. It was like water shooting from a hole in a dam. They just kept coming, packed so tightly together their thrashing arms and legs were indistinguishable from one another. After making it out onto the lawn they began to fan out, but still remained in pursuit of Tom and Eddie.
“We need a car, they’ll never out run all of those and we can’t gun ‘em all down.”   Hank said.
“Few blocks back to the hospital.”
Hank looked back to Tom and Eddie.   Seeing them nearing the edge of the furthest undead, he felt comfortable that there was nothing more him and Dennis could do with their rifles. Watching Tom, Hank could see that he was steering them toward the forest that lay behind the school. “Let’s grab a car and see if we can track them down. We’re done up here.”
The two of them slung their rifles over their shoulders, grabbed their loose gear, and began making their way down the ladder.   By the time they reached the bottom, both of them were dripping sweat. They were glad to be down out of the baking sun.
“Giddy up.”   Hank said as he began jogging down the hill.
The hospital was close and it only took them a few minutes to cover the short distance. Both men were winded as they got to the blockade of vehicles.   Hank began climbing over one of the car hoods and stopped when he noticed Dennis wasn’t following him.
Hank turned back.   “What’s up?”
Dennis stood looking up at the top of the hospital.   “Just odd that there are no lookouts.   We always keep at least two up there.”
“Could they be...” 
He left it unfinished when he heard Austin’s voice from behind him. “Hey guys.   Glad to see you back.   Where’s Tom?”   Almost as an afterthought he added, “And Eddie?”
“We need a car!”   Hank shouted. “Tom and Eddie got out, but half the town is behind them.”
Austin stood for a bit and then said, “Hurry, get in here and let’s get some more guns and a set of keys.”
Hank looked back at Dennis, who shrugged his shoulders and started climbing the car’s hood. “Okay, but we have to hurry. They were headed into the trees behind the school.”
In front of them, Austin disappeared back into the front entrance. Hank and Dennis raced across the parking lot. Only the sounds of their feet hitting the pavement broke the stillness of the day.   It was going to be a hot day.   Blurry heat waves were already rising off the blacktop.
Knowing Tom and Eddie needed them badly and likely wondered where they had gone, they both raced up to the door, flung it opened, and rushed inside.
Directly in front of them stood several men, rifles raised, barrels pointed directly their way. Hank immediately recognized a couple of men.   At one end stood Austin, no weapon in hand, but standing shoulder to shoulder with the rifleman.
“Well, well, well. We haven’t had the pleasure to be introduced, but I believe you know a couple of my men.”   Lincoln said.
 



Chapter 6: Revenge
Hank stood still, horrified to see Big Mike, Mikey, and some others he had never seen before. These were the thugs that had captured them in north Spokane and nearly beaten him to death. He had really hoped to never see them again.
“Drive all the way up here just to say hi?”   Hank said.
Lincoln let out a low chuckle while scratching at his short goatee. “A funny guy.   I like funny guys.”   He pulled a long knife out of a sheath on his belt and held it up by his face. “But you know what is really funny?”
Hank stood still, saying nothing.
“What is really funny is how all those funny words disappear when I start really asking questions.”   Lincoln said. He pointed the tip of his knife toward Hank. “Where is your buddy?   I need to...visit with Tom.”
“Last I saw him, he was riding a pony down to Mexico...it’s paradise down there.”
Lincoln let out a loud sarcastic laugh.   “There is that funny stuff.   We’re going to have to take care of that.”   He turned to one of the men holding a rifle and said, “Zip tie both of ‘em and put them with the others.”
Austin turned toward Lincoln and said, “They told me both Tom and Eddie made it out of the school and were headed for the woods.”
Dennis stepped forward, but before he could get far Big Mike put his rifle right in Dennis’s face and said, “Don’t even think about it.   Get on your knees...both of you.”
Dropping to his knees, Dennis said, “You’re a traitor Austin. I always thought you were a piece of work, but I never thought of you as a piece of crap rat.”   His face was red with anger.
“This is survival of the fittest and you’re just an old man.”   Austin said.
Lincoln looked over to Austin and said, “Come with me, I think you will be handy when we interview these guys.”
Austin said, “Sounds great.”
Lincoln and Austin took off down the hall, talking quietly back and forth. The remaining men began disarming Hank and Dennis. Once they had their weapons, they bound their hands behind their backs and stood them up.
Big Mike stepped right up next to Hank, starring him in the face. “You and I have unfinished business.”
“Maybe you should have your boy here finish what you couldn’t.”   Hank said while pointing at Mikey.
“ Take‘em to the cafeteria with the rest.”   Big Mike said before walking down the hall in the direction Lincoln left.
The remaining men led them through the halls, downstairs, and to the back corner of the hospital where the cafeteria sat.   Inside were about two dozen people sitting on the floor, hands behind their backs.   Hank saw little Sam leaning up against his mom, tears streaming down his cheeks.   Even his tiny arms were zip tied together.
Anger welled up inside Hank.   He felt so helpless. By coming here they had brought terror to the hospital.   These people were no part of their struggle with Lincoln and his men. Now here they sat.   Their small zone of safety had come crashing down. On top of that was his worry for Tom and Eddie. They needed his help and now there was no chance of that. All he could do is hope they were not relying on his return and Tom would figure out a way to survive.
Glancing around, Hank noticed there was an armed guard at each of the three entrances. One of them he recognized as Trips. Another one of the jerks that had nearly beat him to death.   Hank was keeping a mental naughty list in case he ever got out of these zip ties.
Not wanting to draw attention to Kelly and Sam, he pretended not to notice them and instead went and sat on a section of wall where there were no others. Dennis came and sat down next to him. Leaning back against the wall, neither of them said anything.    
******
Tom and Eddie made their way into the thick trees.   Looking back they saw hundreds of demented rushing their way. From past experience, their pursuit would be tireless. They had to find a way to evade, because there was no chance to outrun or outlast.
As they reached the base of a steep incline Eddie said, “What happened to our snipers?”
Earlier, when they finally broke free of the undead, Tom had noticed Hank and Dennis had stopped firing.   He hoped they were looking for a solution to help out.   There was no way they could gun down all the demented that followed. “Let’s hope they’re getting a truck.”   In a perfect world, they would be waiting in an idling truck at the top of the hill.   This was far from a perfect world.
The forest got thick with trees and brush as they made the climb. Limbs continually smacked their faces. Their faces were slick with blood from all the scrapes they were getting.   Unable to see more than a few feet in front of them, Tom just kept going uphill. The thick brush continued to slap at his arms and legs.
Loud growls and the sounds of snapping branches trailed them. The noises continued to get louder as the demented gained on them.
They had been at a near sprint now for several minutes.   Both men were gasping for air.   Their legs burned, filling with lactic acid. Desperate for a car, they were running on fumes, and knew this could not go on much longer.
Thankfully, Tom was just able to make out black pavement ahead. Through the thick branches, he could see what had to be the edge of a road.   “I see road.”   He said.
“Thank God...I can’t...can’t go much farther.”   Eddie said between deep breaths.
The two of them broke through the final thicket of trees. Before them stretched out a long, empty patch of road.   No Hank.   No Dennis. No truck.   No help.
Eddie slowed to a stop in the middle of the road.   He dropped to his hands and knees, exhausted. “No more.”   Gasping for air, he added, “Done...I’m done.”
Tom stood next to him, looking both ways down the road.   About a quarter mile down the road stood a large house and shop. A huge portion of the house was burned out from a previous fire, but the shop looked intact.   In the opposite direction were some homes, but they were too far away to make out.
Tom spun around when he heard branches breaking behind him. The thick foliage hid what had made the noise, but loud growls and more snapping made it clear that they did not have much time.
“Get up. There’s a shop just down the road.”   Tom said.   When Eddie did not respond, he reached down and grabbed one of his arms. “Let’s go!”   He shouted.
Eddie reluctantly got to his feet and looked at Tom with tired eyes. Tom had expected to see fear, but there was none. Instead, what he saw was the look of hopelessness, quit, despair, just plain giving up.   
Tom said, “Not like this.   You don’t want to die like this.”   Tom began jogging down the road and Eddie ran beside him.   “I’ve seen it...eaten alive...screaming.   Nobody, not even my worst enemy deserves to go out like that.”   After his little speech, he looked over at Eddie to see what he was thinking.   Eddie just stared down the road.   He kept jogging, but said nothing.
A loud huffing noise from behind them could only mean one thing...a demented had made it to the road and spotted them.   The call of the demented reminded Tom of the noise deer made when warning of an approaching threat.   He had spent a lot of time in the woods and was always surprised by the bark-grunt-sneeze noise that deer made.
“Get to the trees and make your way to the green shop.”   Tom said.
After seeing that Eddie began making his way off the road, Tom spun around while reaching behind his back for his rifle.   
 At the edge of the ditch stood a tall man in shorts and tank-top.   In another time he might have been a beach bum trying to hitch a ride to the next big wave. Instead he stood there, covered in filth, huffing into the air, calling to his friends.   Tree branches behind him shook as several demented ran out from between them.
Tom raised his rifle, used the sling to stabilize his forearm, and peered through his quick acquisition scope.   He centered the dot on Tank-top and let loose a round. It was a perfect shot, hitting his temple. The huffing noise immediately stopped as he slumped to the ground, sliding down into the ditch. Shifting over, Tom saw the others sprinting his way. He knew these moving targets would be tougher to hit. Trying to remain calm, he took slow deep breaths, and slowly squeezed the trigger. The lead was hit in the shoulder, spinning him to the side, but not dropping him.   Several quick shots later, he finally pitched forward, skidding across the pavement.
Two more demented raced toward Tom, and from behind them he could see more beginning to emerge from the thick trees further back.   Continuing this would only delay his demise. He fired off a volley of shots, killing the nearest two. He got off one more round before his rifle ran dry.   Knowing he only had a single magazine left, he slung the rifle around to his back and turned for the nearest trees.
Before entering the trees he heard another demented begin issuing the loud huffing noise.
Taking one final glance back down the road, Tom saw dozens of demented climbing up out of the ditch onto the road.   More were continuing to pour out of the trees.
Rather than make a direct line to the shop, Tom headed straight north, perpendicular to the road.   The forest was not nearly as thick as it was on the hill, making travel much quicker. Continuing to sprint through the trees, he occasionally glanced back to see if the road was still in sight. Once he could no longer see the road or any demented, he ran another fifty feet and then took a sharp turn in the direction of the house and shop.
It didn’t take long before he broke out of the forest and onto the side lawn of the burnt out house.   Directly in front of him, across the front lawn, sat a large metal shop.   In a small window next to the man door, Tom could see Eddie peering out through the dirty glass.
Tom checked the forest behind him for follower.   Not seeing any movement, he listened intently. In the distance, he could hear growls and the occasional snapping branch, but nothing sounded close.   He quickly turned around and made his way toward the shop.
The house looked to have been in the center of a war.   All the windows were shattered.   The front door was splintered and broke off of its hinges. Through the door’s opening Tom could see bodies strewn about the hallway and a set of stairs straight ahead. One side of the house was badly burned, only a charred shell remaining.   Black husks of what used to be bodies were scattered about. A couple of burnt bodies had made it out of the house and now lay in an overgrown flower bed that bordered the walls.
Trying not to think too much about what happened here, Tom made his way across the gravel driveway to the shop.   
Eddie had the door open and stood waiting.   Nodding his head, he said, “Glad to see you.”
Closing the door, Tom put his hands on his knees.   Hunched over he gasped for air and then retched up what little food he had in his stomach.   Acid stung his throat and nostrils.
“Did you sprint in here just so I could see that?”
Between breaths, Tom said, “Check the window.”   After a brief hesitation he added, “Stay low though. Don’t let any see you.”
Eddie moved back over to the window and carefully leaned his head out in front of the edge of the window.   Hesitantly he slowly moved his head further out and stood surveying the area in front of the shop. After a few seconds he hunched down out of view and said, “None in the yard.   There’s movement in the trees.”
Tom stood with his back to the door and then slowly slid down to a sitting position. “Let’s stay down...out of sight.”   He looked exhausted. “Rest...let’s rest.”
******
Hank’s eyes blinked open.   He glanced around, confused.   Seeing all the people, hands behind their backs, sitting up against the cafeteria walls, brought it all back to him.   Lincoln, Big Mike, and Austin...the trap to draw them into the hospital.   Looking over, he saw Dennis still sitting beside him.
“Welcome back.”   Dennis said.
“How long was I out?”
 “Maybe a couple hours.   I crashed too.”   Dennis peered out through the cafeteria windows. “Think it is late afternoon.”
Hank sat up a bit, trying to get comfortable by shifting his weight off parts of his butt that stung from the hard floor.   Looking at all the faces in the room, he saw depression, sadness, and fear. Little Sam had fallen asleep, and now leaned over in Kelly’s lap.   Hank looked her in the eyes.   
She looked back and mouthed the word “Tom” as a question.
It was clear she had been crying and Hank mouthed “alive,” hoping that would alleviate some of her worries.
She nodded her head slightly, clearly looking relieved.
“They’re going to kill us all.”   Dennis suddenly said.
Hank turned toward him and nodded his head.   After a bit, he said, “Unless we do something about it.”
Dennis let out a low grunt, almost a laugh.
The two of them sat in silence for a bit and then Dennis said, “Where’s Brad...I don’t see him?”
Hank scanned the faces again, looking for his huge grin, but Dennis was right, he was not in the cafeteria.   “Was he here when we first came in?
“Not sure.”   Dennis sat, looking at the floor, trying to think back.   “I don’t think he was.   I sure can’t remember seeing his face, but I was trying not to draw attention to anybody.”
 “Yeah, me too.” 
A few people on the far wall suddenly started whispering to each other. Hank turned to see what they were looking at and saw Big Mike standing in the main entryway talking to Trips. He could not make out what they were saying, but Trips kept nodding his head while Big Mike spoke.   After a few minutes, Big Mike patted Trips on the shoulder and headed toward Hank and Dennis.
“Well, well, well boys, now is when the fun begins.”   Big Mike said as he approached.
 “Trip to Hawaii?”   Hank said.
“Somethin’ like that.”   Big Mike said with a grin.   Pointing a large revolver right at Dennis, he said, “Okay ladies, we can do this easy or hard.   Get to your feet.”
Rather than delay the inevitable and cause a scene, both men spun to their knees and slowly stood.   Hank was surprised how tough it was to stand up with your hands bound behind your back.
“That was challenging.”   Dennis said.
“I was thinking the same thing.”
Big Mike motioned with his pistol for them to lead the way.   With his direction they made their way down the hall and up a couple flights of stairs.   At the top, Hank could hear voices coming from around the corner.
Walking in front of them, Big Mike said, “This might not be fun ladies.”   When he reached the corner, he turned back toward them and added, “Right this way.”
Hank and Dennis made their way around the corner and looked down the dark hallway. Light spilled out of an open doorway ten yards away.   Austin and Lincoln stood inside the room talking to each other.   Both men’s hands and shirts were bloodied.
At Dennis and Hank’s approach both men stopped talking and turned toward them. Lincoln smiled a devious grin. Austin dropped his head and shuffled back to the windows where the light spilled in.
If Hank had his hands free he would have gave escape a shot, however in his current state he knew there was no chance. He wasn’t sure what Lincoln wanted, but if it was information, he was in trouble.   Other than seeing the direction Tom and Eddie ran off in, he didn’t know anything. 
Stepping into the room, they were both terrified to see what lay in front of them. In the center of the room was a large operating table, sitting under a pair of large robotic looking surgery lights. The once white covers were splattered with red blood, some of it still dripping into crimson pools on the floor below. In addition to the high tech monitoring equipment, the table was also surrounded by several carts piled with various medical tools.   Scalpels, forceps, syringes, and all sorts of other tools that Hank did not recognize were scattered about their tops.
On the floor behind the surgery table was Brad.   His bloodied form lay unmoving on the tile, a small pool of blood spreading around his head.   His chest moved slowly, rhythmically, signaling that he still lived.
Dennis started to run over to him, but Austin stepped out in the way. He put his hand out on Dennis’s chest and said, “Questions first.”
Fuming in anger, Dennis said, “What have you done?   He never harmed a soul.”
Lincoln stepped over next to both men.   “He didn’t tell us what we needed, but you can.”   He looked over to the bloody operating table and then back to Dennis.   “We can save some time and do this the easy way...or we can have some fun and take our time.”
“I did two tours in Vietnam.   I’ve been to this rodeo.”
Lincoln walked over to one of the tool carts and began picking up one tool after another until finally keeping a pair of shears.   Holding them up, he smiled and turned to Hank. “You know, I thought you old timers would say something like that...and from Big Mike’s previous experience, this one over here, Hank I believe, is a tough one to crack.   So, I have a different plan...maybe save us all some time.”
Hank stepped forward and said, “We don’t even know what you want. How the hell are we supposed to tell you anything?”
Turning toward the entryway, Lincoln shouted out to Big Mike, “Bring her in Mike.”
A wheelchair came rolling into the room with Rachael sitting in it, looking pale and in pain.
“Rachael!”   Hank said. He started to move toward her, but Big Mike shook his head and held the barrel of his pistol to the back of her head.
Lincoln said, “Look what we found down in the emergency room. Your friend seems to have taken a turn for the worse.”   He ran his fingers along the sharp edge of the shears and added, “My bet is that she has never been to this rodeo.”
“Leave her out of this.”   Hank said.
“Answer me and I will.”   Lincoln turned toward Dennis and said, “Don’t screw this up.   In the basement is a huge safe.   Give me the combo.”
Hank was surprised by the question.   He wasn’t sure what he expected Lincoln to ask, but this was not it.
“No.”   Dennis said.
With alarming speed Lincoln stepped over to Rachael, lifter her arm, and used the shears to snip off her pinky.   She immediately screamed in agony.   Dark blood streamed out of the stump, running down her arm, and dripping off her elbow to the floor.
Hank started to rush forward, but Lincoln turned toward him, anger filling his face. “Don’t even think about it.”   He growled.   “I tried to do this the easy way.”   He pointed the bloody shears at Dennis.   “You chose this.”
Dennis tried to remain stoic, but was clearly shaken a bit by Lincoln’s brutality.
Hank was pissed. He started toward Rachael, but Austin grabbed him from behind.
“Whoa...I think you better stay put old timer.”   Austin said.
“I can’t...”   Dennis started to say.
Before he could finish Lincoln reached over, grabbed Rachael’s hand, and used the shears to remove her ring finger.   She was already screaming, but the pitch increased a notch and her face went ghost white.
“Dennis, give him the combo.”   Hank shouted.
Looking back at Hank, fear and desperation in his eyes, Dennis said, “We have everything in there.   Guns, ammo, food...”   He left the statement unfinished, clearly in a panic.   The decision was huge and having the added pressure of someone getting appendages snipped off was not helping anything.
“You don’t know what she’s been through.   Too damn much, she can’t go through more.”   Hank pleaded.
Lincoln grabbed Rachael’s hand again, but before he could begin any dirty work Dennis shouted for him to stop and began rattling off a set of numbers. He had broke and was spewing the numbers out as quickly as possible, spit flying from his mouth.
Lincoln stopped and looked up at Big Mike.   “Write this down.”   He spun back toward Dennis and said, “Now how hard was that?   I’m going to go give those numbers a try while Austin and Mike keep an eye on you clowns.”
Hank took a step forward, looking at Rachael’s hand.   “Can we get her something for her hand?”   He turned back toward Austin, figuring he might be the best shot. “Gauze, towel, rag...anything?   She’s losing a lot of blood.”
Austin nodded and began digging through the cupboards that surrounded the room. After looking behind a few doors he found a stack of pre-packaged sterile wraps.   After watching Lincoln leave the room he stepped over to Rachael, ripped open a couple of the packages, and handed them to her. She was hunched over in agony, but managed to take them in her free hand.   She used them in an attempt to slow the flow of blood.
“That’s it. Clip my zip tie so I can help her.”   Hank said.
Austin let out a low laugh.   “I don’t think so.”
Hank noticed for the first time that Rachael had a poultice and lump of gauze across her shoulders and on the back of her neck.   Portions of the gauze were tinted in pink where blood had begun to soak through.   It was amazing she was still alive and to have to go through what Lincoln put her through was beyond injustice.
Brad began groaning on the floor.   Everyone looked down at him.   He rolled over onto his side and spit up blood and vomit. Dennis stepped over and kneeled down next to him. Unable to use his hands, he listened to Brad’s breathing.   It was a bit ragged, but sounded clear and strong.   His wounds appeared to be mostly bruising and surface cuts. He looked like the losing end of a mixed martial arts bout.
Big Mike started to say something, but stopped when the sound of footsteps echoed in from the hallway.   Everyone turned to see who approached.   Lincoln came strolling through the doorway with a huge grin on his face. His shoulders held high, dripping with arrogance.
“Thank you for the goods.   We might have to shop here more often.”   Lincoln said.
Austin puffed out his chest.   “Told you there was a ton of stuff in there.” 
Lincoln ignored him and walked over next to Big Mike.   Absent mindedly looking down at Rachael, he said, “Boys are loading up the goods right now.”   He looked over at Dennis and Hank, hesitated for a bit and then added, “Once they get it all they’re going to bring the others up here. Give us some time to get out of here.”
“Sure we should leave ‘em alive?”   Austin asked.
“It will be just fine.”   Lincoln said.
“What about Tom and Eddie?
Anger flashed across Lincoln’s face and then disappeared just as quickly as it had come. “Just leave things to me.”
Austin looked about to say something, but stopped himself.
Hank had a bad feeling about this.   None of these men seemed the type for kindness with his hands secured, he would have to wait, hoping for an opportunity to present itself.
After what seemed like an hour, but was likely a matter of minutes, the patter of feet and rumblings of conversation filtered in through the doorway. One at a time a stream of familiar faces began pouring into the operating room.   Each of them still had their wrists bound behind their backs. Most of them looked down at the floor while they shuffled in, some were conversing with those around them, and others looked about the room, eyes wide, like trapped animals.   Following the hospital group into the room were several of Lincoln’s men, rifles trained on the hostages.   Once everyone was in the room a couple of the men stood in the doorway, weapons held loosely in front of them.
Lincoln stepped over in front of the men and turned around to the group. With a used car salesman grin he addressed the room. “Thank you for the weapons and food. We will put it to good use.”   He started to turn around and then said, “Oh...one last thing.”   Spinning back around he held the bloody shears up and said, “Anyone know who else Tom, Hank, and Rachael arrived with?”
Nobody said anything.
Austin said, “I know who was with them.”
“Not you. I want to make this...interesting.   I will ask nice one more time.   Who?” 
A few people began looking around, but nobody said a word.
“Well okay then.”   Lincoln walked over to the nearest person.   
The boy looked to be in his mid-teens.   Hank had never met him, only passed him in the hall a couple times. The dark haired kid normally had a large smile on his face, but now cowered in fear.   His eyes locked on the shears and he began to tremble. 
“If you answer my question I’ll cut off all of your fingers and gouge out your eyes.”   He reached behind the kid’s back and grabbed one of his wrists, lifting his hand up next to the shears. Looking out toward the group, he said, “Now we do it the hard way.”
Before he could cut off a finger, Kelly stood up and said, “Leave the kid alone. It was me.   I arrived with Tom.”
Looking down at the kid, Lincoln smiled and said, “Aren’t you just lucky.”   He let go of the kid’s wrist and walked over to where Kelly stood.   “Well, well, well...you must be his wife.   If I remember right, Tom said family, not just wife...so...”   He looked around, rubbing his chin.   “I’m thinking there were others with you.”   Looking behind Kelly at Sam hunched on the floor, he said, “Maybe a little boy.”
“Leave him!”   Kelly shuffled backwards, directly in front of Sam.
Grinning, Lincoln sniffed the air in front of Kelly, licked his lips, and said, “As much as I’d like to have you darling, I think I have a better plan.”   He turned back toward the door. “Trips!   Grab the kid.”
 “Nooo!”   Kelly screamed.
Hank stepped forward.   “Take me. Leave him out of it, he’s just a kid.”
Lincoln neared the doorway, stopped, turned, and then walked over to the teenager he had terrified earlier.   Drawing the pistol from the holster on his side, he pointed it at the kid’s thigh and pulled the trigger. The boom was deafening in the small space.   The large caliber pistol ripped a giant hole in his leg, blowing red and white chunks out the back. The boy’s face went ghost white and he fainted to the ground, never letting out a sound.
Everyone stood in silence.   Kelly hunched down next to Sam, wrapping him in her arms, sobbing.   Little Sam buried his face into her lap.
“One more word and the next shot is in the head...and another person for every word after that.”   Lincoln shouted.   He swung the pistol around, pointing at several people’s faces. “This is not a democracy. This is not a debate.   This is not up to you.”   He looked over at Trips.   “Grab the kid.   Anyone makes a peep, shoot them and the person next to them.”   After that he stormed out of the room, leaving everyone trembling and quiet.
A couple of the men raised their rifles at the group while Trips walked over and pulled Sam out of Kelly’s arms.   He screamed, sobbing and kicking.   Tears poured from Kelly’s eyes as she struggled to breathe. She reached out with her arms, kneeling on the floor, pleading with her eyes.   Sam desperately reached back for her, terror and tears filling his eyes. The thugs left the room, Sam in tow.
After the large metal door closed the room sat in silence, interrupted only by Kelly’s sobbing. She had collapsed to the hard tile, hysteria taking over.
From outside the door loud scrapping and banging could be heard.
Dennis moved across the room, listening at the door.   Muffled voices could be heard through the thick steel, along with the clangs of metal on metal.
Hank stepped over to the instrument cart and began looking over its contents. Finding a pair of what looked like high tech wire cutters, he spun around and used his bound hands to dig through the contents until he grasped the clippers. He turned to the person next to him and said, “Spin around.” Back to back it was a bit awkward to get the zip ties cut, but once one of them was free he quickly worked his way through the remaining people, freeing everyone’s hands.
After removing Kelly’s zip ties, Hank kneeled down next to her. She never moved, still crying inconsolably.   “We will get him back.”   He wasn’t just saying this to make her feel better; he really felt that they would get Sam back.   They had been through so much and were always able to find a way. Their ordeals had made him confident in both their abilities and the guidance of God.
Breaking the near silence was the sudden blare of a car horn from outside. And then another.   Hank ran over to the large windows that overlooked the back parking lot. Peering out the glass, he heard another horn start blasting.   Two of Lincoln’s goons came running into view almost directly below. They each carried several pieces of wood, maybe dowels, it was tough for Hank to tell from high up.
Nearly everyone had now joined Hank at the windows, all of them watching in near fascination as the two men worked their way to a couple different cars. Everyone felt a sense of dread. None of them knew yet exactly what was happening, but they knew it was not good, and the pit of their stomachs warned them with what felt like a lead weight.
Like men at a car wash preparing to detail a car, each man swung the car door open, leaned in, and began working on the obscured driver’s seat. Within a few seconds another blaring car horn was added to the mix.   It cut out, but came back on after the guy worked on the seat a bit more. They continued leap frogging from vehicle to vehicle until they were both out of wooden dowels.
Even through the thick glass the horns were loud.   Hank knew the sound would carry for miles, drawing demented and undead from the entire town and beyond.
Turning back around, Hank surveyed the room, trying to decide the best course of action. On the far side of the room a couple people were kneeling down helping the kid that had been shot in the leg. He still lay unmoving on the floor. There was a small pool of blood spreading around his legs, some of it smeared by those that worked on him.
At the same time both Hank and Dennis raced across the room and tested the large steel door. When it didn’t budge an inch, they knew they were in trouble.
Hank turned toward Dennis and said, “I think we’re in a bit of a pickle.”   He hesitated a moment and then added, “I’ve never liked pickles.”
 



Chapter 7: The Return
Tom sat on the dusty cement, his back resting against a long tool bench. Over the past few hours he had snuck a few looks out the window above him.   Infected dotted the yard and driveway, stumbling around in search of him and Eddie. Groans could occasionally be heard through the thin glass. A few times, one or more of the infected would make their way to the door, banging and scratching at it, but none had made their way inside.   Eddie sat next to him, staring off into space. Neither of them had said a word for a couple hours, worried that it would be heard by one of the infected.
Looking over at Eddie, Tom wondered what he was thinking. After a few minutes Eddie turned toward Tom, shrugged his shoulders, made a motion like he was playing cards, smiled, and then returned to staring ahead.   He had been through a lot, but he was going to be alright.
From somewhere outside came several loud barks.   It was the first sounds of agitation that they had heard from the infected since getting inside the shop.   Both Tom and Eddie spun their heads around, listening intently. The huffs and barks continued, growing in volume as more joined in.
Tom slowly rose to his feet and eased his head up high enough to peer out the window. The hundreds of infected that previously milled about the yard and forest aimlessly were now rushing across the driveway and out of view to the front of the shop. More continued to filter out of the forest, following their brethren.
“What in the world is going on?”   Eddie whispered from beside Tom.
   “Something’s drawing their attention...I’m just glad it’s not us.”   Tom replied.
“No kidding. If they all run off after whatever it is, we can jet.”
“They are definitely after somebody.”
 “Sucks for them.”   Eddie added.
Tom looked back out the window and said, “Let’s just make use of it.”
After several minutes neither of them could see any remaining infected. They gave it a few additional minutes just to be safe and then headed for the door.
Standing at the door, Tom popped out his empty magazine, slammed in his last fresh one, and charged the rifle.   He eyed the pistol in Eddie’s hand and said, “Ammo?”
Eddie patted his chest pocket and said, “Two more mags.”
Tom nodded his head.   “It’ll have to do.”   He knew if they got caught out in the open again they were doomed.
Carefully easing the door open, Tom surveyed the driveway. No movement other than scraps of half burnt garbage dancing in the breeze.   He pushed the door all the way open and stepped out into the afternoon sun, rifle tight to his shoulder. Eddie swept out behind him, covering to the side with his pistol.
“Hear that?”   Tom whispered.
 “Car horns.” 
“Hank and the others must be drawing the infected for us.”
“We get back, I’m gonna owe them some beers.”   Eddie chuckled.
   Occasionally the huff of a demented could be heard over the constant thrum of car horns.   The speed with which they had developed some form of communication and group coordination was terrifying.   Tom dreaded the thought of the infected adapting. They already had speed, unending stamina, and sheer numbers. To added intellect to the mix...nightmare.
With Tom leading the way, they made their way around to the back corner of the shop. From there they eyed the nearby trees to their right and the half burnt house to their left. Seeing no threats, Tom wondered if the remains of the house would contain anything of worth.   His belly grumbled in response.
More important than his hunger was his parched mouth.   His tongue and throat felt swollen and stiff from lack of hydration.    The hot breeze stung his lips, digging at where they were cracked and splitting.
“Let’s check out the house.”   Tom said.
After Eddie nodded his head they both made their way across the lawn. Nearing the house, they could smell the acrid smoke and stench of burnt plastic...and something far worse.   Patches still smoldered, sending thick, white tendrils swirling into the breeze. The fire had been recent.
Tom entered through the broken down front door.   Stepping between bodies, he made his way into the home. The hall and stairs directly in front of him were littered with bodies.   There had clearly been a last stand by someone.   Both the dead bodies and the walls were riddled with bullet holes. Blood was spilled everywhere, covering the floor and splattering the wall.   Chunks of flesh and bone were like small islands in the pools of blood.
Swatting at one of the many flies that were busy feasting and laying eggs, Tom looked through the various openings to determine the location of the kitchen.
Eddie groaned from behind him.   “Ahhh man...that’s disgusting. There is nothing I need this bad.”
Tom hesitated, wondering if anything was in fact worth this. Maybe Eddie had a good point.   He was about to tell Eddie that he was right, when someone’s voice sounded from somewhere upstairs.   It was muffled and unintelligible...maybe just the groan of an infected.
Looking back at Eddie, Tom hoped to get some input.
Eddie shrugged his shoulders and then shook his head.
“Wait out front.”   Tom whispered before turning for the stairs.
Stepping over and on top of bodies, Tom made his way up the stairs. Reaching the top, he raised his rifle to his shoulder and listened intently.   The house creaked and groaned, but nothing that sounded of the living.   At the top of the landing dark hallways split in both directions. A trail of dead lead to the right and ended at a partially closed door.   Several fist sized holes stared back at him. Dim light spilled out through the holes, forming an elongated triangle across the back of one of the dead.
Rifle at the ready, Tom began tiptoeing between bodies.   The hardwood floor was slick with blood.   Flies crawled over the bodies, only stirred into flight as Tom stepped between their meals.   Thick, suffocating stench filled the hallway.   The heat of the afternoon had taken its toll on the rotting flesh.
As Tom neared the door, he lowered his rifle and peered through one of the holes. Directly across the room sat a large bed, soaked in blood and gore.   On the floor at the foot of the bed were several bodies lying in a tangled heap.
Tom pushed his face up to the door, trying to make out something curled up in the far corner of the room.   Unable to get a good view, he hunched down and tried looking through the lowest hole to get a better angle.   He was holding his breath, listening, when something came right at him through the hole.   Stumbling, he fell backwards, crashing over top of the piled up bodies. The buzz of flies filled the narrow hallway along with a huffing noise.
From his back, Tom struggled to sit up and bring his rifle to bear. He could picture one of the demented charging he way, ready to tear into his flesh.
Finally getting sat back up, he was surprised to see nothing bearing down on him, but instead only a long brown and black snout sticking out of a hole in the door. It huffed and whined. Claws scraped and pawed at the door. Tom breathed a sigh of relief and regained his feet. The dog sniffed at the air, sensing Tom’s movement. As Tom began to turn for the stairway the dog let out a low whimper.   Initially he did not want to risk going into a room with a dog, but the dog’s crying was tearing at his heartstrings.
Tom stepped over next to the door and softly said, “Hey boy...you friendly?”
More whimpering and then the muzzle disappeared out of the hole. A streak of brown past the hole and then the dog’s muzzle poked out in the narrow crack between the door and the jam. Its tail slammed against the wall making a loud whump each time it hit.
“You seem friendly.   I’m going to ease the door open.”   Tom put his hand on the splintered wood and gave a push.   It didn’t budge.   Putting his shoulder up against the door he said, “Stuck in there aren’t you boy.”   Using his legs and hips for leverage, Tom pushed the door open enough that the dog came bursting through the gap.   
The large German Shepherd was very excited to be out of the room. Tail wagging rapidly, the dog licked and pawed at Tom’s hands.   Usually known for their stoic demeanor, this one was overcome by the excitement to be set free.
Kneeling down by the dog, Tom said, “Easy boy, easy.”   He grabbed the collar and checked the tag. “What’s your name?   Zeus.   That’s a good name.” 
Standing back up, Tom looked into the room and could now see what lay in the corner. The man was wearing jeans and a dirty t-shirt, but also had a policeman’s utility belt strapped around his waist. He was curled up on his side, facing away from Tom.
Zeus padded back into the room, sniffed at the man curled up, turned, and let out a low whine. He tapped at the floor with one of his paws and then turned, looking down at the man.
Just to be safe, Tom swept into the room with his rifle at low ready. He quickly checked his corners. Nothing other than the dead bodies he had already seen.    He slung the rifle behind his back and moved over to Zeus.   “Whatcha got here?”
Kneeling down, Tom could see the man was likely gone.   His skin was pale and chest never moved.   Not wanting to leave anything to chance, Tom reached down to check for a pulse and found the skin unusually cool in the heat. Not seeing any blood or wounds, he had no idea what the man died from. Heart attack.
   Dehydration.   Fear.   All the above. 
Zeus let out a low whimper.
“Sorry boy.”   Tom looked around the body and found a pump shotgun, breach open and empty.   Right next to the man was an old service revolver. Tom picked it up and gave the cylinder a slow spin. Two rounds remained. Checking the utility belt he found two speed loaders fully loaded. He popped all the rounds out of one, topped off the 357, and dropped the two remaining rounds in his pocket. Unclipping the utility belt, he slid it out from under the cop and put it on himself.   He holstered the revolver and shifted the belt around a bit, trying to get the weight balanced out.   It was surprisingly heavy with the revolver, large flashlight, and remaining speed loader, but it felt good.
“Let’s get out of here boy.”
Zeus led the way out of the room and down the stairs.   Reaching the bottom, instead of heading outside, he turned and began scratching at a closet door.   Tom eased the door open, not sure what to expect. Sitting on the floor were two inverted plastic buckets. Each was about half full, one with water and the other with dog food.   Zeus began excitedly lapping at the water dish, his tail wagging rapidly.
Tom remembered food and water was part of the reason he had entered the house in the first place.   Turning around, he walked through a doorway that led to the burnt out portion of the house. It was clear that it was the kitchen that had burned. Ruptured pipes from above were the only thing that had saved the rest of the house.
The sound of crunching food caused Tom to turn back around. He found Zeus chomping out of the food bowl. “Screw it.”   He walked over and pulled the inverted jug of water off the tray and flipped it over.   Some of the water spilled out on Zeus’s head.   He turned and looked up at Tom.   His eyes said, “Come on, be more careful.”
“Sorry boy.”   Tom said. He took a big swig of the water. It had a bit of an off flavor, but felt great in his dry mouth. He took another couple drinks and then cradled the jug to his chest.   Zeus stopped eating and looked back at him. After a moment’s hesitation, he turned and padded outside. Tom followed after him. 
In the front yard, Eddie and Zeus stood about ten yards apart, staring at each other. Eddie started to raise his pistol. Zeus tensed and let out a low growl.
“Eddie, lower the gun.”   Tom said as he walked out across the grass.   Looking at the dog, he said, “Easy boy...friend.”    Zeus stopped growling and turned his head toward the woods. He paced several feet and sat down, watching the trees the whole time.
“What is that?”   Eddie said.
“He was upstairs. His name is Zeus.”   Tom held out the jug of water. “Water?” 
“Yes.”   Eddie said while quickly tucking his pistol into the back of his pants.   He grabbed the jug and took a large drink. “Whew...that is a bit nasty.”
“Yeah...it was the dogs.”
Eddie almost choked and spit the water out.   He let out a bit of smile.   “Seriously?” 
Tom nodded his head.   “It’s alright.”
Eddie gave a shrug of his shoulders and then chugged some of the water.
   Zeus’s ears perked up and he began walking toward the driveway past the shop.   His tail remained low to the ground.   Both Tom and Eddie turned and watched him.   He made it to the gravel and stopped.
“Let’s head for the hospital, we need to get back.”   Tom said.
******
They could hear them before see them.   Even over the blaring car horns, the growls were unmistakable. It didn’t make sense. Why would Hank and the others draw infected straight to the hospital?   Is the group still there?   Did they have to move on for some reason?
Tom, Eddie, and Zeus had made their way to within a couple blocks of the hospital and were now sitting on the pavement, crouching behind a compact car.
“I don’t get it.”   Eddie said.
Tom turned and peered around the car’s trunk.   Beyond the car barricade that surrounded the hospital was a massive horde of infected.   There were too many bodies swarming the front to see if they had gained entry. Looking back at Eddie, Tom said, “I’m not sure either. Something went horribly wrong; they would never blast car horns at the hospital.”
Zeus continued a low, barely audible growl, while he stared under the car at the infected.
“We need to get inside the hospital, but there are way too many.”   Tom said.
“I know a way in.”
Tom looked over at Eddie.   “Spit it out.”
Pointing at the ground, Eddie said, “Underground...there’s an underground access. We used to screw around down there. Around town there are a couple different access points. One of them is in the basement of the old part of the hospital.   Friends and I used to sneak in at night, looking for...uh...meds and stuff.”
“How do we get in?”
Eddie sat thinking for a bit and then said, “Closest one’s down off Washington, near the post office.”
“Let’s roll.”
“I think we need more firepower.”
Tom glanced down at the rifle in his lap and said, “We don’t have much ammo left, but we can’t carry enough ammo to stop all of them.   On top of that...nearest sure weapon is your rifle lying in the school hallway. Want to go get it?”
Eddie shook his head.   “No way.”   He quietly stood and said, “This way.”
Tom mumbled, “That’s what I thought” under his breath as he stood and followed after Eddie. He could hear Zeus following behind.
By the time they reached the post office, the sun was just dropping below the buildings that sat on top the hill.   The going had been slow, but they were able to avoid any infected. It was likely that all the infected outside were up at the hospital, however Tom had learned weeks ago that being spotted by demented still inside houses could be nearly as deadly as running into ones outside.
“Back this way.”   Eddie said while ducking between a pair of overgrown shrubs.
Zeus raced ahead of Tom, disappearing after Eddie.   Tom followed the two of them through the thick foliage. Exiting out the other side, he found both of them standing above a flat steel trap door.   The four foot square, hinged piece of metal was framed by a short cement wall. At one end sat a beefy padlock.
“How do we get that off?”   Tom said while pointing at the lock.
Eddie smiled, bent down and pulled the pins out of the hinges. He then flopped the large metal door up and out of the way, using the padlock as a hinge.
“Looks like you’ve done that before.”   Tom said with chuckle.
 “Used to be a lot tougher to get the pins out.” 
Zeus peered down into the dark pit, sniffing at the air. He worked his way around the short wall, testing the smells all the way around.   He let out a low grumble and sat down.
“Everything okay Zeus?”   Tom said while resting his hand on the dog’s head.   His tail gave a couple quick swats across the ground.
Tom grabbed the flashlight from his utility belt and shined it down into the dark opening. He was surprised to see a fairly clean concrete tunnel extending east toward the hospital and west toward the river. A rickety looking wood ladder angled down to the floor below.   “I pictured a dingy tunnel dug out of dirt.   This thing must be tall enough to stand.”
Eddie looked over at him and said, “I’d heard a mayor had it built back in the forties. Supposedly he was worried about being invaded and unable to get around town.   Used to be a building on top of each one, but over time most got torn down. Now it only leads to the hospital basement and the old courthouse.   The rest are outdoors.”
 “This going to be locked on the other end?” 
Shrugging his shoulders Eddie said, “I haven’t been through in years, but it’s never been locked before.”
Tom slung his rifle onto his back, looked down at Zeus, and said, “I’ll climb down, then you...”   Before he could finish, Zeus climbed over the cement wall and scampered down the steep ladder. Once at the bottom, he sat down and looked up expectantly.   Tom and Eddie shared a look, and then climbed down.
Shining the light in both directions, Tom saw nothing but cement. About seventy yards in either direction, the darkness swallowed up the light, finally winning the battle. Tom rested his free hand on his revolver and began working down the tunnel.   The tunnel seemed to extend out to infinity.   Tom was glad he was with someone that had been here before, because he could easily see how the confined space could get inside a person’s mind. While it was tall enough to stand, it was barely wide enough for his shoulders not to rub the walls. His mind slowly wandered to the thought of infected sprinting toward them.   Eddie would be in his way for a retreat.   What if infected were closing in from both directions?   Stop it.   I would hear them.
Pushing the thoughts out, Tom focused on working along the tunnel. The air smelled stale as they moved further up the steady incline.   Something brushed at Tom’s legs, startling him.   Looking down, he saw Zeus’s fuzzy form pushing his way past. He padded several yards out in front and led the way. Tom was a bit relieved to have the dog between him and whatever might lie ahead.
After several hundred yards the dog came to a stop, sniffing at the air. Catching up, Tom noticed the tunnel continued ahead, but also split off to the left and right.   He looked back at Eddie.
 “Straight ahead.   Not much further.”
Tom pointed ahead and Zeus took off.   The incline continued for another hundred yards or more and then leveled back out.   At the far reaches of the flashlight beam Tom could see something breaking up the smooth gray cement. As they neared he could see it was another wooden ladder angling upwards.   Just like the other entrance, the tunnel widened to about four feet square and directly above the ladder was a large metal door.
Eddie caught up and the three of them stood in the small space at the base of the ladder. Zeus stared up at the entrance, listening intently.
“Hear anything boy?”   Tom said. The dog let out a low growl in response and pawed at the cement floor a couple times.
Looking over at Eddie, Tom said, “Are you ready for this?”
 “Yip.” 
“I mean really ready.   If things hit the fan again, I can’t have you folding on me.”
Eddie nodded his head.   “I know...I’m here and I’m ready. I won’t let you down again.”
Tom hoped he was right.   Eddie nearly cost both of them their lives with his inability to deal with the fear and pressure. He was a good kid, but Tom worried this was too much for him.   It was difficult to determine how someone would do when presented with a life or death situation.   If they could not direct, control, and use the surge of adrenaline, it could easily overwhelm them.   He’s going to be fine.
 



Chapter 8: Inside
Tom nodded his head and said, “Stay tight and don’t shoot unless you have to.”   With that, he started up the ladder. Whispering a quick prayer, Tom pushed on the metal door and was relieved when it lifted a few inches. Tom could hear grunts, but they sounded distant. Easing the steel plate a little higher, Tom was able to shine his flashlight through the opening. No movement.
Lifting the door up further, Tom was able to climb up out of the tunnel. He carefully leaned the metal up against the nearby wall, and then used the flashlight to survey the room. He stood in the corner of a large mechanical room. A giant generator sat in the middle of the room. It was dusty and quiet. The walls were covered with conduit, wiring, and electrical panels.
From next to him Eddie said, “Original mechanical room.   Old propane generator still works, but they only keep it in case the new one goes out.”
“You know a lot about the hospital.   You know the layout?”   Tom whispered.
 “Oh yeah.   My girlfriend...”   He hesitated for a bit and then said, “I used to have a girlfriend that worked here.”
Tom suddenly remembered Zeus.   He turned to look down in the tunnel, but saw his furry form disappearing around the back corner of the generator.   Tom should have known better, the dog was already up and doing recon on the room.   I always did like German Shepherds.
“What can we expect when we walk out that door?”   Tom whispered to Eddie while pointing the flashlight at a large metal door.
 “Short hallway...housekeeping one way...stairs and another hall the other.” 
“Does housekeeping have an office area?”
Eddie shrugged his shoulders.   “Not sure...never been back there.”
 “First thing's first.”   Tom said as he watched Zeus finish his perimeter check around the end of the generator.   “Let’s see what the status is.”
Tom drew his revolver and headed for the door.   Zeus stood, looking at him expectantly.   “You get the door.”   He whispered to Eddie.    Tom clicked off his flashlight when Eddie reached the door. He then whispered, “Ease it open.”   A sliver of light sliced into the room and grew in size as the door continued to swing inwards.
“What is that noise, sounds like a jet engine?”   Tom asked.    
   “Generator.” 
The hall split to the left and right.   Tom saw nothing but bare white wall.   Relieved that the lights were one, Tom slid the flashlight into his utility belt, holstered his revolver, and unslung his rifle. Listening intently, he tried to pick up on any sounds of the infected, but with the roar of the generator he was unable to hear much of anything.
Zeus stalked into the open doorway, head jutting forward, sniffing at the air. His body was tense, tail tucked low, and his ears perked up like a pair of radar domes.
Rifle at the ready, Tom eased through the opening, following Zeus into the hall. Just like Eddie said, to his right the hall opened up into a large room filled with racks of cleaning supplies and surrounded by vacuums, mops, and robot like machines.   To his left stood a metal door with a long rectangular window. 
A dark shape flashed past the glass.
Tom kept his rifle trained on the door and began shuffling toward it.
Zeus let out a low growl.
Tom whispered, “Watch behind.”   Stepping up to the door, he peered out through the narrow window. Debris littered the floor. It looked as if several offices had been torn to pieces and flung into the hallway.   Tom shifted to the other side of the door so that he could look down the hall in the other direction.   He caught a glimpse of someone walking about, but they disappeared behind the corner before Tom could make out who they were. Directly across from the door were the stairs that led to the main floor.
Hunching down below the window, Tom looked at Eddie and said, “It’s a mess out there. I think they’re inside.”
Eddie knew exactly who “they” were.   “Now what?   We don’t even know if anyone’s alive...or even here.”
Tom looked back toward housekeeping and said, “I have an idea. We need a phone.”   He stood up, raised his rifle, and began working in between the supply shelves.   Turning the corner at the far end of the shelving, he saw a small break room with a phone mounted on the wall, and a window facing outside.   Through the glass there were dozens of infected milling about. The phone sat all the way across the room in plain sight of the infected.
He slowly eased back behind the protective cover of the shelving. “There’s a phone in there, but there’s also a window with uglies on the other side.”
“What do you need a phone for...will they even work?”
“Phones may not work to the outside world, but internal calling should be functional as long as the phone system runs off the generator. A hospital would need the phone system up and running at all times, so it would be one of the critical systems that they would have to keep on generator.   I’m thinking we use one to start calling extensions...see if someone will pick up.”
Tom knew it wasn’t a great plan, but if they could find survivors without having to stumble around the hospital, it would be a huge advantage. Pushing some bottles of bleach out of the way, Tom spied through the shelving.   There was an office door midway along one wall of the small lunchroom. It had a rectangular window on it and a name plate next to that.   If he could sneak inside there would be a phone.
“Wait here, I’m going for an office back there.   If I’m spotted and all hell breaks loose do what you have to do.”   Tom stood for a moment and then added, “Just remember there may be survivors still in here somewhere...women and children.”   The thought of Sam and Kelly trapped in here tore him up inside.   Before his emotions got to him, Tom slung his rifle behind his back and drew his revolver.
“Good luck man.”   Eddie said.
Tom nodded and dropped to his hands and knees.   Quickly crawling across a few feet of open space, he hugged up against the building’s exterior wall.   The hospital was built on a slight incline and this portion of the basement sat only a couple feet below ground, so the windows looked out at the legs of the infected.   Hopefully this would make it difficult for them to see inside.   Staying low on his knees, Tom crawled along the cinder block wall. Zeus tucked up next to the wall and followed after him, unwilling to remain behind.
Reaching the corner that marked the entryway to the lunchroom, Tom checked the room’s layout and found that he only needed to crawl another ten feet along a counter to reach the office wall.   
He could hear the groans of the infected through the thin glass. Their feet shuffled and dragged across the rocky ground. Zeus, angry at their presence, let out a low growl.
 “Shhh.”   Tom said quietly, hoping the dog would stay calm. Not wanting to take any more time, he crawled around the corner and stayed tight to the counter.   Once he reached the far wall, he had to go out into the open for about five feet and then get through the door without being noticed.
Rather than waste any more time, Tom quickly made his way across the short distance in a half-crouch.   He could almost feel the eyes of the undead and demented piercing into his back. Out in the open they would surely see him. Tom fumbled with the door handle briefly before it gave way and the door swung inward.   A pair of metal desks sat in the middle of a small office space. They were shoved up against each other so that the occupants faced one another.   A second door with a small window led out of the far side of the room, to where, Tom had no idea.   He was momentarily relieved to see two phones sitting on top of the desks, but his sense of good fortune quickly faded when he noticed the glass window that sat across from the desks.   Like a macabre fish tank, a sea of infected legs and arms swirled on the other side of the glass.   The faces of those further back could be seen occasionally through the mass of bodies.
Hesitating for a moment, Tom decided he did not want to have gone this far for nothing. Both he and Zeus could have been noticed at any time, but maybe the lighting made it difficult for the infected to see inside.   Maybe the sound of the car horns distracted them enough to not notice movement inside the hospital. Or maybe Tom was really lucky. Or maybe Zeus.   Or maybe infected were about to break through the glass and consume them both.   He quickly raced over to the nearest desk, grabbed the phone, and yanked off a colorful phone extension sheet that was taped to the wall. With both items in hand he squished himself under the desk out of view.   Since the space was designed only for a pair of legs it was a bit cramped, but he was okay with cramped.
Zeus stood just outside the desk’s hideout.   He looked from Tom, to the window, then the door, and finally back at Tom. He had the look of “what the hell am I supposed to do?”   Finally, unable to decide, he just laid down next to Tom.
Tom looked over the extension cheat sheet and decided there was really no way of knowing where to call.   Figuring that calling random numbers would only cause him to eventually start re-dialing numbers, he would just start at the top and methodically work his way through the entire sheet if needed.
He realized he had not yet checked the phone to see if it even functioned. There was a name and extension on the display, which seemed like a good sign.   Lifting the receiver, he was glad to hear the familiar buzz of dial tone. One number at a time he began dialing through the extensions.   After three rings it would go to voicemail on most all of the numbers. When this happened he would dial a second time to make sure anyone that heard the initial rings would be given a second chance.   Others never went to voicemail and he would let those ring seven or eight times before giving up.
With each number Tom’s stomach squeezed a little tighter, making him want to throw up. He was nearing the end of the list when he dialed a number simply marked “Surgery Two,” and after the second ring the call was answered.
“Hello.”   A voice hesitantly said on the other end.
“Hey...hey, it’s me, it’s Tom.   Who is this?”   Tom stammered in a whispered rush.
   “Tom!   We weren’t...we thought...oh praise God.   This is Jenny.”   She poured out in a jumbled hurry.
Relief flooded over Tom.   “Is everyone with you?”
“Uh...were together.”   A long hesitation and then she added, “Eddie?”
Tom was unsure why Jenny was not very forthcoming with information. “Yeah, he’s with me.”
 “Oh good!   When we heard that Smoke didn’t make it we were worried.”
Zeus let out a low growl, looking toward the window.   “Easy boy.”   Tom whispered.   Back on the phone he said, “What the hell happened here?”
“Let me put Hank on.”
Tom could hear rustling and jumbled voices through the receiver. Looking down at Zeus, he saw the dog staring intently toward the window, the hairs on his back bristled up.   Tom rested a calming hand on the dog’s side.
“You must be a cat with all your lives.”   Hank’s voice sounded through the receiver.
“I think I’m on my last.”   Tom paused briefly and added, “Good to hear your voice man.   What happened here?”
Hank hesitated for a bit.   “Ah man...it all went to hell. Do you want the short or long version?”
“Give me quick.”
“You’re not going to like it but here goes.   Lincoln and a bunch of his men showed up and took over the hospital. Locked all of us up in one of the operating rooms and then hit the horns to draw all the infected.”
“Wow...everybody okay?”   The line sat in dead silence for quite a while.   “Talk to me.”   Tom said. Thoughts of Kelly and Sam flashed through his mind. His heart raced.
“They took Sam.”   Hank said.
It felt like someone had sucker punched him.   He wanted to scream.   He wanted to cry.   He wanted to curl up in hole somewhere.   How can things just keep getting worse?   Why me?   Can’t I get a break?   He held the receiver to his chest, contracted his whole body, and let out a nearly silent, agonizing scream of frustration. Working to keep his emotions in check, Tom said, “What do you mean they took him?”
“I’m so sorry man, there was nothing we could do. Lincoln and his men took him.”
 “Where?” 
“I don’t know. They didn’t say anything. Once they found out he was your boy they took off with him and barricaded us in the O.R.”
“Where is the O.R.?”
“Up on the top floor”
“Infected up there?”
“Not that we can hear.”
“I’m going to...”   The rest of Tom’s statement was cut short when Zeus stood and began frantically barking.   Tom began twisting to the side to see what was going on. Suddenly something pounded up against the window. He just got turned in time to see a large, bloody man wearing a shredded business suit slam his fists into the glass, shattering the window.   Sparkling shards of glass exploded inward.   Suit fell through the void, crashing to the floor with a loud grunt.
Zeus let out a ferocious growl.   With amazing speed he lunged across the room, jumping on top of Suit before the man could regain his feet.    The dog stood over top of him and began using his jagged teeth to rip into the infected’s exposed flesh.
Infected outside began rushing the window.   Several let out loud huffs, calling to those around them. There was a loud smack as all the bodies slammed into one another trying to enter through the window. Several infected spilled through the opening and crashed down on top of Zeus and Suit.   The dog let out a loud yelp and began trying to backpedal out from under the pile.
Tom dropped the phone handset and began to climb out from under the desk. His rifle barrel caught on the edge of the desk. Dropping a bit lower, he got free. He quickly drew his revolver and stood.
Infected continued to spill through the opening.   Some had gotten caught up in the jagged glass, ripping open their flesh. Dark blood spilled from wicked wounds. Zeus’s black and brown rear end still protruded from the growing mound of bodies.
Hesitating briefly, Tom debated whether he should leave the dog and make a break for it. Not only did he feel close to the dog, like they shared a long friendship, but a dog could also be a very useful tool. Rather than fire a shot and draw more attention, Tom rushed over to Zeus and grabbed him by the tail. With a hefty tug he was able to pull the dog out from under the infected.
Once freed, Zeus immediately snapped at the nearest infected, biting into a woman’s exposed leg.
“No!   Zeus Come!”   Tom shouted as he turned for the office door. Racing through the doorway, Tom was glad to feel Zeus brush past his legs.   Tom tried to slam the door closed, but one of the demented had already covered the short distance and had part of his body blocking the door.    Using his shoulder and legs, Tom desperately tried to get the door to closed.   A hideous, filth covered arm reached through the opening, trying to grab Tom. There was a thud and the door rocked back toward Tom several inches.
Zeus came back and began barking loudly.
Tom was not sure if the dog was barking at the demented or at him in an attempt to get him to run for it.   The door continued to shake as the demented shoved and banged at it from the other side. Tom’s boots began sliding across the tile floor.    With one final shove, Tom broke away from the door and made for the housekeeping utility room. Zeus turned and rushed ahead of him.
The door burst open behind Tom and slammed against the wall with a loud crash. Infected spilled through the opening. With the door no longer propping them up, the first ones scattered to the floor.   Their brethren showed no sympathy, climbing over their bodies in a rush. Angry growls filled the small space.
Racing around the shelving, Tom was startled to see Eddie waiting there, weapon drawn. Tom would have bet everything he had, which wasn’t much anymore, that Eddie would have split the very second things went bad.   “Help me push this.”   Tom shouted as he rounded the corner. 
Both men shoved against the steel shelving.   It was surprisingly heavy loaded with cleaning supplies, but with dogged determination it began to teeter.   A final grunt of exertion from Tom, and the entire unit toppled over on top of the initial wave of demented.   The blockade would only slow the onslaught. More demented were already beginning to climb over the shelving.   Scattered supplies, shelving rails, and the reaching arms of the demented trapped beneath made for difficult climbing.
“We gotta jet.”   Eddie shouted.
Racing away from the shelving and its chaos, Tom said, “Everyone’s alive, but trapped up in O.R.”
 “O.R.   That’s up on top.”
Tom continued sprinting down the hall, never slowing to go back into the mechanical room for a retreat.   “How do we get there?”
Eddie surged ahead of Tom and Zeus.   “This way.”   He said before flinging the door open and racing out into the hallway. Nearly falling over a tipped over office chair, he skidded to a stop when he saw a couple of demented rushing down the stairwell. Raising his pistol, he fired of several rapid shots.
Pop.   Pop.   Pop.
Tom skidded to a stop directly behind Eddie.   His ears rang from the blasts.   Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention just enough for him to turn and see a beast of a man barreling his way from around the corner of the hall.   His .357 roared in the narrow hallway, making Eddie’s 9mm sound like a cap gun. Tom’s first shot obliterated the side of the man’s face, spinning him sideways, crashing into the wall.
Before the body even slid all the way to the floor a completely naked woman rushed around the corner.   Her large breasts bounced awkwardly as she rounded the corner. Her broken jaw hung slack below a pair of red, hate filled eyes.    Trying to growl in anger, her face contorted but only a flat moan escaped. 
Tom swung the revolver over and pulled the trigger.   With a roar, the muzzle flared and kicked, sending the round slamming into her shoulder.   She twisted sideways but barely slowed.   The sharp crack of Eddie’s pistol sounded from next to Tom.
“There are too many.”   Eddie shouted.
In addition to the demented that continued to charge down the stairs, Tom could hear feet pounding on tile from the hall that led to housekeeping. Some of them must have traversed the fallen shelving and were now barreling their way.   They were staying in one place way too long.   All the gunfire would just keep drawing more infected. Even if they had unlimited ammo they would eventually be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.   With the limited ammo they had it would on be a matter of minutes at best.
The naked woman continued to rush their way.   More demented were beginning to rush around the corner in her wake.   Tom took quick aim and fired another round. The bullet caught her just above the left eye, sending her sprawling to the floor.   Her bare skin made an unusual chirping sound as the body skidded to a halt on the hard floor.   “We gotta get moving.”   Tom shouted.
Eddie continued to fire toward a group of infected in the stairway.
“Screw the stairs, let’s take this.”   Tom shouted as he ran toward what looked like a service elevator.
A couple more pops from Eddie’s pistol and then it ran dry. He was going for another magazine when there was an incredible boom from someone slamming into the housekeeping door.   The dark clothing covering an arm and shoulder could be seen through the rectangular window.   Eddie was horrified to see the door handle begin shaking. He turned and ran after Tom.
Reaching a large metal sliding door, Tom pulled on the brass handle.
From behind him Eddie shouted, “This only goes to the main floor.”
“I don’t care.”   Tom said while sliding the door open. Beyond the outer door was an accordion gate.   Tom thought those were only in the old movies.   The rickety contraption clinked and rattled as Tom slid it open. Just as the gate slammed to the side there was a loud grunt directly behind Tom.   Turning to see what had happened, he saw with horror that Eddie had been tackled to the floor by a man in flower print swim trunks. Tom could hear more demented in the hall behind him. 
Eddie let out a loud scream.
Not having time for a better option Tom pointed his revolver at Swim Trunks and gave the trigger two rapid pulls, hoping neither shot would find Eddie. The demented no longer moved. With a grunt, Eddie rolled the lifeless body off.
Tom was just turning back toward the elevator when he sensed someone rushing him from behind. He started to hunch down, bracing for impact.   The demented lunged for him, desperate to rip him to pieces.   Hitting Tom, its momentum carried him up and over Tom’s crouched form. Tom was nearly knocked off balance, but was able to regain his footing.
Eddie got back to his feet just in time to yell, “Look out!”
Spinning around, pistol raised, Tom pulled the trigger as soon as he saw a large form directly in front of him.   The shot hit the young man in the chest at point blank range. He crashed into Tom, sending both of them sprawling to the floor.   The weight knocked the wind out of Tom’s lungs.   He gasped, straining to suck in oxygen.   An image of dozens more demented racing down the hall toward them flashed through Tom’s head.
Eddie kicked the limp body off of Tom and reached a hand out to help him up. Tom quickly took it and got to his feet, still working to catch his breath.   The hall in front of them was packed with demented racing their way. The sounds of utter chaos filled the narrow space.   Running for the elevator, Tom raised his pistol to take out the demented that led the charge. All he got was an ominous click. He had speed loaders in his utility belt, but knew he would never reach them in time.
Tom followed Eddie into the dark confines of the service elevator.   Not seeing the handle to the outer steel door, Tom instead grabbed the accordion gate’s handle and slid it closed.   Just as it slammed up against the metal frame, the first few demented crashed into it from the outside.   Their arms thrust through the openings, trying desperately to get a hold of their prey.   They growled and screamed in rage.
“Hit the button, hit the button!”   Tom shouted.
Eddie desperately searched in the darkness.
Tom reached out, holding the gate in place to keep the demented from sliding it back open.
Finding the buttons, Eddie hit the one labeled ‘2.’   Nothing happened.
“Hit it!”   Tom screamed.
Eddie continued to pound on the unlit button.   “I am!”   The button clicked rapidly, but the elevator remained in place.   Eddie screamed out in anger and kicked the panel.
Dozens of demented pressed up against the gate.   Faces pressed and squeezed into the holes, trying to get closer to Tom and Eddie.   Their arms reached through, making the gate look like some grotesque demon wall straight out of hell. The hall light was nearly blotted out by their grotesque bodies.   The weight began to bend the steel gate inwards. Tom let go of the handle to get further away from the reaching hands.
“Service elevator’s not on e-power.”   Tom shouted over the loud growls.   He looked up to make sure there was a ceiling access. Holstering his revolver, Tom pointed up and said, “Boost me.”   With sudden realization he added, “Zeus...crap, we lost the dog.”
“Haven’t seen him since the shooting started.”
Tom hoped the dog made it out.
With Eddie’s help they were able to flip open the hatch, allowing it to swing down on a pair of hinges.   The opening stared back at them, pitch black, but a beautiful sight in their current predicament.
The accordion gate groaned loudly.
Tom hoisted himself up through the opening.   Immediately reaching back down, he grabbed Eddie’s outstretched arms and helped him through the hatch.   No sooner did Eddie get out of the elevator than there was a loud crash as the gate snapped and the horde of infected came spilling in.
The hatch door still hung open.   Tom wished he could get it closed if for no other reason than to block out the furious shrieks and growls of the demented.   Fumbling with his utility belt, Tom was finally able to get a hold of his flashlight.   He clicked it on and the space was immediately filled with wonderful, white light. Steel cables, black with grease, extended up into the darkness. 
“We can’t climb those.”   Eddie said.
Shining the flashlight around, Tom found conduit and metal bracing along the walls and the door that led to the next floor.   It was only a few feet above the top of the elevator. “We don’t need to climb.”   Tom aimed his flashlight a little higher and could see a small window with checkered security glass.   No light spilled through the opening.   Tom wasn’t sure what that meant.
Using the cement door sill, Tom stepped up so he could peer out through the window. Tom could see nothing through the window; it was blocked by something on the other side, explaining the darkness. “I can’t see a thing. We’re going to have to just go for it.”   Tom said.
Eddie glanced down and said, “Has to be better than here.”
“We’ll see.”   Tom said before grabbing the handle to slide the large door out of the way.   He hesitated and then said, “Let’s load up.”   He drew is revolver, flipped out the cylinder, and emptied out the spent brass.   The casings clanged to the metal roof of the elevator.   This angered the demented and they roared their protest with loud growls. Using one of his two speed loaders, Tom filled the cylinder and locked it back into place. Tom noticed Eddie was just slapping a fresh magazine into his pistol.   Preferring more capacity, Tom holstered the revolver, and grabbed the AR15 off of his back. “That’s better...let’s rock.”
Once the door was out of the way they found a large desk had been stood on end and shoved up against the door to the elevator.   Someone had built a barricade and it was likely done when they first fortified the hospital.   The elevator did not function anyways.   There was a loud screeching noise as Tom tried to shift the desk to one side of the hall.   Tom peeked around the desk.   Surprisingly the hallway was empty.   He could only see a small section of hallway before it split to the left and right out of sight.
 “Anything?”   Eddie whispered from behind him.
Tom shook his head. His heart pounded in his chest. Entering into the unknown was so much more stressful than being thrown in the chaos of battle. The surge of adrenaline was wearing off and now he had to go back out into the midst of the infected.   Choices like these were a nightmare, but they had no other options.
Tom looked back at Eddie and whispered, “How do we get to the O.R.?”
Eddie stared at the wall next to him.   He continued to look at the wall like he had x-ray vision and was checking the path through all the corridors and stairways. After a bit he pointed to the wall on his left and said, “We’ll have to use the left hallway and then jog to the right. It will snake around, and then cut over to a main hall next to the entryway.   From there it’s down a large hall to the stairway near the end.”
It sounded like an absolute death trip...large hallways all the way through the main level of the hospital.   “Any other way?” 
“Not without going outside.”   Eddie said while shaking his head.   Then he stopped and raised a finger.   “Wait, there is one more option, but I’m not sure it will do us any good.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“There’s a large admitting area for the clinic.”   Eddie started while pointing to the left. “Through there, through a waiting area is a door that leads to the laboratory’s draw room and eventually to the far hall after cutting though an office area.   Once past the cubicles we’d be almost to the stairs once we popped out in the hall. It’s a bit of a maze.”
Tom nodded his head thinking.   “We might be able to stay out of sight...avoid another firefight.”   Tom looked back at the hallway. “I haven’t seen any...think demented are on this floor?”
“They were flooding down the stairs.   Entrance to those stairs is right around the corner.”
Nodding, Tom said, “So we drew the closest ones.   Ready?’
“No.”
“Me neither, but let’s get this over with.”
With his rifle out and ready, Tom squeezed between the desk and the wall. Eddie followed with his pistol drawn. As they neared the stairway door the sounds of the demented faded from behind them and escalated in front of them. They both hoped the demented would not figure out that their prey was just a flight of stairs above them.
Gun tight to his shoulder, Tom worked heel to toe along the wall. Reaching the corner, he kept his rifle trained down the left hall, while Eddie worked his way along the other wall to get an angle to the right.
Eddie reached the corner and could see the stairway that led down to the service elevator and angered horde.   The door hung open, revealing only empty cement stairs disappearing out of view. He gave Tom the all clear nod.
Moving quick and low, Tom crossed the opening to get to the far wall and begin working toward the clinic admitting area.   Eddie followed by swinging around the corner, staying tight to the wall the entire time.   Both men crept along the hall as quietly as possible.   It was difficult to hear anything with the growls and shrieks echoing up the stairs behind them, but neither had seen any movement so far. At the same time they both reached the corners where the hall split to the left and right.
Tom eased his head out, spying down the hall past Eddie. A few demented milled about at the far end of the hall, none of them noticed Tom.   Past them stood a set of glass double doors that led to the parking lot. Through the glass, Tom could see dozens of infected staggering around outside.   A pair of emergency lights shined down on them like they were the main attraction at a circus.   Tom looked at Eddie and raised four fingers.
Eddie gave a zero signal back toward Tom.
Tom lowered his rifle and raced across the hall in a half crouch, angling away from the demented down the hall.   Getting to the other side, he quickly shifted along the hall until he could duck into the next opening.   Raising his rifle, he surveyed the dark area for movement. Finding none, Tom turned to signal Eddie across the open space. 
Eddie took several steadying breaths, building up his nerves, and then he hunched low and scampered over to Tom.   There were no howls of rage or loud huffs to call reinforcements. First step down.
The clinic admitting area had chairs lining the walls and a large ‘U’ shaped reception counter in the center of the open space.   There were no lights on within the space so it was only lit by what spilled in from the hallway.   The darkness made it difficult to see, but there was no movement and had anything been in the room with them, they would have known it by now. Between rows of chairs stood the door that Eddie said led to the laboratory draw room.
Tom gave a chopping motion with his free hand to signal Eddie that they should move to the door.   The two of them swiftly moved between rows of chairs.   Growls from the demented slowly faded away as they distanced themselves from the stairway and service elevator.   Surrounded by deep shadows and a strange stillness, both men arrived at the stout wooden door.
Tom looked around, a sudden creepy feeling coming over him. He glanced back toward the reception desk. His heart was pounding. A shortness of breath nearly overcame him. Listening, he heard nothing but distant shuffling, but the panic still threatened to overtake him.   Panic attack or a premonition he wondered to himself.
Eddie stared over at him.   He reached out and rested a hand on Tom’s shoulder, trying to get Tom to look back at him.
Tom flinched and shook off Eddie’s hand, never looking back. He slowly raised his rifle, pointing it out into the hall. Working hard, he worked hard to slow his breathing and steady his shaking hands.   The jitter in the scope eased.
Eddie suddenly raised his pistol and pointed it toward the hall as well. He must have either sensed something or was feeling Tom’s paranoia.
Both men remained frozen, weapons targeting the hall, for what seemed like an eternity. Nothing moved.
Whispering, Eddie said, “What’s up?”
Tom remained in place.   After a hesitation he whispered, “Not sure...just a bad feeling I guess.”   He slowly lowered his rifle, turned and looked at Eddie. “Sorry...about lost it there. Let’s keep moving.”
The door in front of them was solid wood without a window like the previous doors. They would have to enter the next room blind, hoping there was no threat waiting for them on the other side. Tom pressed his ear to the door but could only hear the distant thrum of the generator below them. Amazing how a structure could carry sound within its walls, unheard until you listen right up next to them. He looked over at Eddie and shrugged his shoulders. “I guess we go for it.”
Tom took another glance over his shoulder, half expecting a horde of infected racing toward him.   Instead it was only the same empty hall.   He still could not shake the feeling of imminent danger.
Easing the door open, Tom peeked through the opening to see what lay beyond. The room was almost completely black, only lit by the meager light that he was letting in.   There were no windows, no emergency lighting, nothing to reveal the contents of the room.   The sliver of light cut an ever growing swath of details, but only directly in front of the door.
Tom heard something from within the room.   It sounded far off, maybe on the other side, but without knowing how big the room even was made it difficult to guess.   He slow blinked a few times, trying to increase his night vision and gets his eyes to focus into the darkness.   Hearing the shuffling noise again he tried to turn his head to the side, using his peripheral vision to eke out every bit of vision his eyes had. There were shapes in the room, maybe tables or patient chairs.   There was movement beyond those, nothing he could make out, but something was back there.
By the way Eddie cocked his head to the side, it was clear that he heard something as well. He looked over at Tom and pointed to one of his ears.   Tom nodded his head in agreement.
Whether it was a premonition or just being plain chicken and paranoid, Tom did not want to go back out through the snaking corridors.   If this was only a single infected it should be manageable. It seemed likely that one had stumbled their way into the room and once the door was closed they were thrown into complete darkness and unable to find their way back out.   No gunfire would be key.
Tom quietly slipped into the room with Eddie trailing behind. They eased the door closed, blocking out the meager light. Tom closed his eyes, forcing his mind to focus on fewer senses.   Taking a few calming breaths, he felt along the wall to the sides of the doorway, hoping there would be a working light switch. The wall was smooth and switch free. Shuffling noises continued on the far side of the room.   Tom kept a mental image of the layout and general placement of the objects he had seen.   The shuffling noise was slowly working its way across the room from left to right.   There was no acceleration in its movements, which hopefully indicated Tom and Eddie had not be noticed.
Eddie bumped into Tom.   He then reached out with a hand that worked his way up Tom’s back, until finally coming to rest on Tom’s shoulder.   They would move across the room as one.
Tom held his rifle sideways out in front of him and began slowly walking across the room. He used the rifle in front of him as a bumper and slowly shuffled his feet, never taking them all the way off the floor.
Partway across the room, Tom felt something with his rifle barrel. It was solid and unmoving.   Tom took a few slow movements to the side. The urge to open his eyes was nearly overwhelming, but he knew it would only cause him to lose focus.   No longer bumping anything, Tom continued to move forward, locking in on the noises that were now just a few yards away. 
   The shuffling suddenly stopped. It began sniffing at the air. Whatever, or whoever it was must have heard or sensed them in the room.
Tom froze in place, waiting.   He had hoped to get close enough to bash the thing in the back of the head with his rifle. Standing still, his mind raced, flashing between Kelly, Hank, hideous demented, Sam...Lincoln, anger.
The sniffing suddenly stopped, and with terrifying speed something slammed into Tom, knocking him to the floor.   Hot, fetid breath washed over Tom.   He used the rifle to keep the thing from ripping into his throat. Struggling, he tried to push the thing off, but it was amazingly strong...and heavy.   The thing let out a loud growl followed by a huff, calling for reinforcements. Tom had to shut this thing up. Where was Eddie?   Tom bent a knee, planted his foot on the floor, and used it to push and twist his body.   Lifting one hip off the floor, Tom thrust out with the rifle and managed to roll his attacker off.
Eddie made a grunting noise.   This was followed by loud thrashing.
Tom kicked out with his foot, making contact with something.   Whatever it was rolled away from Tom, out of reach.   There was a muffled scream and then a loud thud as something hit the floor.   Emanating out of the darkness were sounds of exertion. Grunts, growls, and the moans of strained breathing were just some of the noises Tom could hear.   In the pitch black it was impossible to tell what was going on. He couldn’t even see who was who.
Tom leapt back to his feet and raised his rifle up, ready to slam the butt into some demented’s face.
There was a loud scream of pain.
Tom kicked out again, catching something solid and there was no shout of pain. Using the butt of his rifle, he slammed it down where he had felt flesh.   With a loud crack the rifle made contact. Showing no mercy, Tom continued to pound the rifle into the one sure thing he had found.
The demented released Eddie and rolled out from under the beating it was taking. Unprepared for the movement, Tom was knocked off his feet and fell to the floor.   Hitting hard, the wind was knocked from Tom’s lungs, and his rifle went flying out of his hands, skidding across the floor.
In a heartbeat the demented was back on top of Tom.   Tom used one hand and his forearm to hold the demented back. The demented’s chest and arms were slick with blood. Tom lost his grip. Teeth sunk into Tom’s shoulder and he screamed out. Intense pain shot through his neck.
There was a loud crash as something slammed into the door they had entered through. The pounding continued as someone tried to force their way through.
Tom struggled to get his free hand on the throat of the demented. As it continued to gnaw at his flesh, Tom squeezed its throat and tried to push it off of him.   Using his grip to crush as hard as he possibly could, Tom was able to get the thing’s teeth off of his exposed flesh. With a loud grunt he shoved the demented off of him. Ripping around on top of him, Tom began slamming his fists down into what he believed was the demented’s face. The demented struggled, trying to squirm out from under Tom, but he continued to beat at it with his fists. Even once it no longer moved Tom kept pounding on it. His wet, bloody fists stung from each impact, but he continued on.   He hit it with a few last exhausted punches and let out a scream of frustration.
Flopping off of the dead man, Tom rolled onto his back.   He lay there, sucking in air.   The pounding at the door continued, but he was unconcerned at the moment. Once he finally got his breath back he whispered, “Eddie, you there?”   No response.   Now he whisper-shouted, “Eddie!   You there?”   Nothing. 
Tom rolled over onto his stomach and with monumental effort, rose to his knees. His eyes were open and he was looking toward the far door that they had entered through, but in the pitch dark, he saw nothing. The pounding continued, even escalated, and Tom wondered how long the door could stand up to such a beating.
Still on his hands and knees, Tom began crawling in the direction he had last heard Eddie.   “Eddie...Eddie.”   He swept his hands out in front of him, reaching into the darkness.   His hands touched something...metal...a patient chair. Continuing to feel along the base of the chair, Tom’s hand felt hair. “Eddie!”   His hand felt along Eddie’s head and found the base of his skull was slick and wet.   Moving his hand down to Eddie’s neck, Tom checked for a pulse, nothing, Eddie was gone.
Tom had not known Eddie for long, really just a couple days, but the kid had been a trooper. They had been put in some of the worst situations imaginable and he had stuck through it. Even when everything hit the fan, Eddie stayed put to help Tom. He couldn’t help but feel guilty. Maybe they should have taken the hallways.   Maybe they should have used their firearms. The list of maybes and what-ifs could go on and on. Despite the heavy chest, Tom shoved the guilt to the back of his mind, knowing he would have to deal with it later.
A loud splintering noise came from the far door, followed by growls.
Tom quickly checked over Eddie’s body until he found his pistol. He shoved it into the back of his pants and spun around. Estimating where he last heard his rifle hit the floor, Tom began crawling.   He swept his hands out in front of him, feeling for anything. When his hands touched a leather boot he knew he was close.   He had at least found the demented’s body.
There was a sudden loud cracking noise as the door gave way to the horde that wanted in so desperately.   Shrieks and growls filled the room as demented spilled in through the opening. Meager light spilled in through the splintered door. Tom could make out silhouetted forms climbing through, but the darkness quickly swallowed them up once inside the room. He continued to crawl across the floor, his hands hitting on another patient chair.   Scuttling on all fours, Tom scampered behind the chair.
Items clattered to the floor and loud barks filled the room as more and more demented piled in. The darkness affected them just like it did Tom.   They stumbled around blindly, running into patient chairs and one another. With the lack of prey in sight, their fury seemed to slowly subside.   After several minutes of angered chaos, the room slowly became a bunch of hidden forms shuffling around in the darkness.
A few had found Eddie’s body on the ground.   Disgusting, wet ripping sounds followed.   Their consumption of the body was ferocious and gut wrenching.   Tom remained huddled behind the chair, in the small space between it and the wall. The urge to throw up was nearly overwhelming. His stomach churned and his head spun. Both the thick darkness and the terrible noises were getting to him, dizziness and nausea combining. Disorientation caused him to fall over, landing on something hard.   Its edges dug into Tom’s ribs, nearly causing him to scream out in pain.
Tom sat back up and reached out to see what had hurt so badly. His hand rested on the familiar cold metal of his AR15. Even though it would do him little good in the dark, it was still very comforting.   He hugged it to his chest like a newborn baby. Without realizing what he was doing, Tom slowly dozed off.
 



Chapter 9: Unexpected
When Tom woke up he was still curled up behind the patient chair, clutching his rifle to his chest.   His whole body ached. He had no idea how long he had been asleep, but surprisingly the room sounded like it had emptied out a bit. There was still the sound of shuffling feet and occasional groans, but it sounded like only a few infected. Tom was both shocked and thankful that none of them had found him tucked away by the wall.
Looking out from around the chair, Tom was surprised to see a bit of light spilling in from somewhere.   It was faint and only caught edges of chairs and counters, outlining their vague forms in a dull gray. Tom saw the light was coming from both the broken door and the door that supposedly led to an office area. One of the infected had managed to open the door and now it remained partway open, letting in a sliver of light.
There was movement in the far corner, past the open door. The shape was nearly formless, but Tom knew it was an infected. His ears told him there was at least one more in the room somewhere closer to the destroyed door.
Tom slowly untangled himself from the scrunched knot he had placed himself in, and then slowly rose to a half crouch.   He held his rifle to his shoulder, ready for an assault. It came sooner than he would have thought. The demented instantly noticed the movement and screamed out in rage.   From directly across the room, the nearest one charged directly toward Tom. Two quick pulls of the trigger dropped it to the floor. The recoil was a bit shocking to Tom’s aching body, stinging his shoulder and sending sharp pains down his arm.
There were two more demented in the room with him and both of them were racing his way. Their dark forms were silhouetted by the dim light spilling in through the broken door. In a hurry to get to Tom, both of them slammed into one of the patient chairs halfway across the room.   The base of the chair was mounted to the floor. Both demented went flying head first over the stout chair.
Tom fired off a couple quick shots, just missing high as they both fell to the floor. Quickly sidestepping across the room to get a better angle, Tom continued firing at the dark forms that struggled to rise to their feet.
Rather than wait to see if they were dead or not Tom ran for the partially open door. The door burst all the way open in front of Tom, slamming up against the wall.   Several demented raced into the room.   There was a brief burst of light before the door slowly swung back to a nearly closed position.   The demented sprinted right past Tom, continuing all the way to the center of the room.
Using their haste to his advantage, Tom darted across the last few feet, flung open the door, and raced through the opening.   Spinning around, he closed the door behind him. The door could only be locked with a key, so Tom left it, hoping the closed door would at least slow the meat heads.
With his back pressed to the wooden door, Tom surveyed the room in front of him. The space was filled with grey cubicles, several to each side of a narrow hallway that led to another door.
The demented slammed into the door behind Tom, shaking him. The door handle began to jiggle.
Tom raced across the room with his rifle aimed in front of him, scanning for targets. There was no movement in any of the cubicles.   Emergency lighting kept this area dimly lit from a pair of wall mounted lights. Tom heard the door handle click open behind him. He could not believe how fast they were. They were so dumb in the beginning.
Reaching the far door, Tom recklessly flung it open and darted through the opening, pulling it closed behind him.   He was immediately hit by screams of rage.   Looking left down the hall Tom saw a massive horde of demented sprinted his way. They were pouring through a wide open front door.   Beyond the glass there appeared to be hundreds of demented packed into the front parking lot, all pushing to get inside.   The back ones probably did not see Tom, but the excitement and anger of the front ones trickled back through the ranks, like wind blowing through a wheat field.
Tom spun to the right and was met with a half dozen demented racing his way. The nearest one was less than ten feet away and closing fast. Rifle raised, Tom began firing at the hideous attacker while running directly toward him. Tom continued firing while he ran, knowing the horde was bearing down on him from behind.   Loud booms echoed down the hallway as Tom rapidly pulled the trigger. His sights bounced and jiggled as he ran, but the demented were so close and bunched together he couldn’t miss. 
Tom charged down the hall like a gun toting berserker from the pit of hell. Taking all the pent up frustration for the days of struggles and losses, Tom released a bit of it with every trigger pull. The recoil, the bang, the spilled blood, the smell of acrid cordite all made him feel better. It was the drug fix for a desperate man fed up with everything. He knew it wouldn’t bring all those they had lost back, nor would it get him Sam, but it felt good.
He did not know how many he had killed before reaching the corner, but had he looked back he would have seen a horrific trail of bodies and gore. Demented sprinted, hurdled, and tripped over the dead in their pursuit.   The hallway was filled with them climbing over one another, hungry for flesh, violence, and death.
At the corner Tom could see several more demented racing his way from the left and to his right was the elevator.   Chipped cement walls surrounded the large metal doors. Along the wall sat the two buttons for up or down, neither was lit, and Tom knew this was the moment of truth. It would be a matter of seconds before he was swarmed by demented, far more than he had bullets for.   It all hinged on the hope that a hospital would tie their primary elevator into the backup power system. 
Not wasting any time, Tom lunged for the buttons and hit the up arrow. Even over the growls Tom could hear the soft ding. The button lit up and the elevator doors began to slide apart.
Not having time to thank the hospital’s Engineering Department, Tom rushed into the elevator and scanned the button panel.   He was looking for a number three, but then noticed they were labeled ‘B’ for basement, ‘M’ for main, and a ‘2’ for the next floor up. He rapidly hit the number ‘2’ several times. Nothing happened. The doors stood wide open. Raising his rifle, he fired a volley of shots into the oncoming demented.   The closest ones collapsed to the floor.   Reaching back over to the buttons, Tom began hitting the close doors button as fast as possible. He knew it did not require multiple presses, but he was at least doing something.
The horde began flowing out of the main hall, the first of them slammed into a set of drinking fountains on the far wall, carried by their momentum and the surge of those behind them.   Like a flood, the trailing demented began bouncing off and turning the corner toward the elevator.
Tom raised his rifle as the elevator doors finally began their slow slide back together. Rapidly pulling the trigger, Tom began firing shots through the narrowing gap.   As fast as they fell, three more took their place. He instinctively began stepping backwards, trying desperately to gain distance in the confined space.   His rifle ran dry before the doors came together.   The last thing he saw was a hideous, bearded man’s mangled face crash into the doors, and then they came together with a hollow clunk.   A strange quiet followed.   Only the dull thuds of the demented pounding on the other side of the thick steel could be heard.
The elevator remained in place.   Tom slung his AR over his shoulder and stepped over to the button panel. The small room began to spin and blur, dropping Tom to his knees.   While he was hunched over catching his breath it suddenly dawned on him that if the demented accidentally hit the arrows outside on the wall, the elevator doors would open.   In a heart pounding panic, sure that they would open at any moment, Tom reached up rapidly tapped the button for floor two. When nothing happened he really began to panic. He looked up and saw the ceiling access panel was too high to reach without a boost.   Why is this thing not moving?
Working to resist his rising panic, Tom stood back up and looked over the button panel. He hit the ‘B’ for basement to see what would happen.   The button lit up and with a distant whir began descending. 
His heart raced when he realized the doors would be opening to the basement in a few seconds. He drew the revolver from his holster and tucked into the corner next to the buttons. Holding the pistol tight to his chest while still pointed at the doors, Tom prepared for whatever might happen.
The elevator came to a slow stop followed by a ding from somewhere above.   Tom’s heart pounded in his chest.   After a brief hesitation the doors began sliding apart. With one hand he reached over and hit the button to close the doors.   They continued to open, revealing the cement floor and drab white walls of the basement. With his free hand, Tom kept slowly pressing the pair of facing arrows meant to close the doors.   “Come on.”   He whispered angrily.
The opening revealed no movement, however a variety of growls and other sounds from nearby spilled in.   After standing open for what seemed like an eternity they began their slow slide back closed.
Unsure why it would work now, Tom tried hitting the button for floor two again, but still nothing happened.   Following a pair of thin wires, Tom found a gray box with a small keypad on it. Then it all made sense, there was a security code to get up to the surgery floor.   He took his rifle and using the butt began slamming the box. It only took a few hits and the case blew apart, sending little pieces clattering to the floor. Hidden beneath was a small circuit board with button sensors and a silicon pad.   The pair of wires ran out of sight behind the green system board. Worried that the doors would open at any moment or the main floor would call the elevator back, Tom yanked the wires out the back. With a hope and a prayer he took the exposed copper ends and twisted them together. Nothing happened.   He was beginning to feel deflated when he realized that he needed to hit the 2nd floor button again.   Almost hesitantly, Tom pressed the button. It immediately lit up and the elevator began to ascend. He breathed a sigh of relief, but at the same time knew that this was far from over.
Tom shouldered his rifle, keeping the pistol out and ready.   He took a couple steps backward, hoping the elevator would just keep on moving past the main floor.   The readout showed the first floor and the elevator continued its ascent until the number two lit up, and then it eased to a stop. There was a ding and the doors began to slide open.   
   On the phone Hank had said that he did not think there were infected on the top floor, but that was yesterday, it might be swarming with them now.   Tom pointed the large revolver right between the doors. The doors opened to reveal a short section of empty hall. A large red tool cart sat in the center of a blank white wall.   The defibrillator on top marked it as a crash cart. There was no movement and the hallway sat quiet. Tom wheeled the crash cart over and wedged it partway in the elevator doorway, not wanting the doors to close.
With his revolver held high and ready, Tom began moving along the wide hallway. The floor and walls were nearly bare, painted the flat white you would expect in a surgical zone. It only took a few paces for Tom to come to a split in the corridor.
Looking to the right, he saw a short hall that terminated at a set of double doors. Before the door was a large corkboard mounted to the wall that was plastered with papers and yellow sticky notes. Next to it a large blue sign with white lettering marked the doors as the operating room entrance. Running through the pair of metal door handles was a beefy chain and padlock.   To the side of the lock was a piece of paper stuck to the door with a bright green tape strip.   Something was written on the paper, but it was illegible from this distance.
Gun out, Tom began moving.   The halls remained in silence while Tom neared the OR.   He hesitantly ripped the paper free off the door. The note got right to the point, only saying, “You want you’re boy come get him.”   Tom angrily crumpled the note and threw it up against the wall. 
Using his fist, he banged on the door and then stepped back listening. He could hear rustling on the other side and muffled conversation.   Stepping up to the door, he shouted, “Its Tom!   Step back, I’m shooting the lock!”   He waited, listening.   It sounded like those trapped inside had moved away from the door and then yelled something.   The large door broke up the sound, making it unintelligible.
Tom moved to the side of the door handles.   He hated doing this because of the sound it would make, but he didn’t have any other ideas.   Pointing the revolver at the top of the lock, Tom partially shielded his face using his free hand, and then squeezed the trigger.   There was a loud roar, clack of metal, and a noise like sand hitting the floor.   There was now a gaping gash along the top of the lock, but it still remained in place. Tom fired another shot into the lock. This second shot blew off a chunk of the shank, causing the lock to fall apart, hanging limply.
Tom yanked the chain free and pulled open the pair of doors. A mass of happy faces stared back at him. Kelly came running out of the group, tears streaming down her cheeks.   She wrapped her arms around Tom’s neck and shoulders.   “I thought you were gone.   After the phone call...I thought...”   She left it at that and just squeezed him tightly.
“I’m so sorry baby. I should have been here...never should have left you and Sam.”   Tom said.   Looking over Kelly’s head, Tom could see Hank making his way over.   Tom leaned away from Kelly and looked her in the eyes. “I’m going to get him back.”
“We’re going to get him back.”   Hank said as he walked up to the two of them. With a grin he added, “It’s good to see your ugly face. I’m betting I missed out on all kinds of fun.”
Dennis walked up to the group and asked, “Eddie?”
Tom shook his head.   He then surveyed the people inside the OR.   “How’s everyone here?”
A flash of sadness crossed Hank’s eyes.   He looked down at the floor for a few seconds and then back up at Tom. “Rachael’s gone. Lincoln used her to get info...she hung on until last night.”   Hank looked away, clearly choked up and holding back tears.   “She’s better off now.”   He finished.
This hit Tom hard. He had been through a lot with Rachael and she was always there for the group. She had a great heart and was one of the gutsiest people he had ever met.   Losing people was the hard reality of these times, but that didn’t make it any easier. “Damn...I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Brad got banged up pretty good by Lincoln as well, but he’s doing all right.”   Hank said.
Tom nodded his head and said, “First thing, we gotta find a way outta here.   The main floor is infested with them.   The basement isn’t as bad, but they’re there.”
“How’d you get in?”   Dennis asked from behind Hank.
“They’ve swarmed the parking lots and all around the building. Eddie knew about some old tunnels that run under Newport. We took those and popped up in an old boiler room in the basement.”
Hank looked hopeful.   “Can we get back out that way?”
 “Definitely.   The trouble is going to be getting down there.”   Tom held up his revolver and said, “I have a few rounds left for this and maybe fifteen rounds for my 9mm.   We can’t gun our way out.”   He looked over Hank’s shoulder and added, “I’m not sure how we get all these people down.”
“Everyone here is alive because they’re fighters.   I think we piece together whatever weapons we can, get to the basement, and gang rush out of here.”   Hank said.
“That’s crazy enough it might just work.”
“I don’t see another way, we have to just barrel out.”   Hank said with what looked like a grin on his face.
******
After several minutes of planning and nearly an hour of scavenging for makeshift weapons, the group now stood in a semi-circle listening to Tom. He stood in front of them with Hank at his side. “Stick together, we can’t wait or go back for anyone.   Don’t waste time fighting. Defend yourself, but keep moving. If you stop they’ll swarm you and then you’re done.”
They all knew Tom had more experience surviving amongst the infected than any of them and they had a huge amount of respect for him.   While he was away from the hospital Hank had told stories of what they had been through together, turning Tom into an instant legend. Then he returned from what many thought was certain death, only raising his status all the more.   Most would now follow him into the pits of hell.
“Stay tight and watch yourself.”   Tom finished.
Everyone began nodding their heads emphatically and talking amongst each other. Some shared hugs, knowing this could get ugly.
Tom turned to Kelly and said, “Stay right behind me.   No matter what happens stick right behind me.   We’re going to lose people...you can’t worry about that.   Don’t stop for anyone, okay?”
Kelly nodded her head.   Her eyes looked terrified.
“Promise me. Promise me you will stay with me.”
“I will, I promise.”   She said.
Tom nodded his head and pulled her into his chest for a hug. They stood embracing each other for a few minutes, trying to imagine themselves somewhere better.
“Break it up or get a room you two.”   Hank said from next to them.   With a grin he added, “The gangs ready.”
“Let’s rock.”   Tom said.
Dennis said he knew the best route down to the basement and would help lead the way, so out in front were Tom, Hank, and Dennis.   The elevator would never hold them all and was not even an option. The back stairway was hopefully clear and would get them all the way down to the bottom of the hospital. Tom and Hank were the only two with guns, while the rest of the group had makeshift weapons.   They looked like a group of thugs out of an action movie in the Bronx. Some carried bats made out of table legs. Others carried surgery tools like saws and scalpels.
Like a swarm of bees they all moved down the hall as one. Rather than turning down the hall toward the elevator and primary stairway, they made their way down the hall in the other direction.   After a sharp turn the hall led to a nondescript metal door.   There were no markings to notify anyone of where it led, but Dennis was confident it would get them where they needed to go.
Hank raised his pistol and pointed it at the center of the door.
Tom got ready to give the crash bar a push.   “If there’s nothing, keep quite till it hits the fan.”
Hank nodded in agreement.
Tom raised his revolver and gave the crash bar a shove with his foot. The door swung wide open, revealing an empty cement stairwell. A single emergency light was mounted high on the wall, striking the space in a harsh light full of eerie shadows. The door made a loud bang as it slammed into the cement wall, echoing loudly in the enclosed chamber. There were no growls, foot falls, or other noises of the infected.
“Stairway’s clear, let’s move.”   Tom whispered.
No matter how quiet people tried to be, they still made a lot of noise. The group sounded like a herd of elephants in the cement stairwell.   It took lots of practice to truly be able to stay quiet and sneak.   Most people thought they had it, but very few really did. Tom just hoped all the racket was not penetrating out into the basement.
After two flights of stairs they reached an unmarked metal door. Tom held his ear to the door listening, but could only pick up the distant thrum of the generator.
Dennis pointed at the door and said, “Goes to a narrow hall that runs between some offices. We’ll take it for fifty feet or so, jog right and then we’re in the main hall...close to the elevator.”
Tom looked back at the packed stairway.   Scared white eyes stared back at him.   He felt like this was the moment that a great leader would give a rousing speech about good triumphing over evil and the power of the human spirit. Instead he turned back to the door, a heavy lump weighing on his stomach.   The churning acid almost made him heave.   Some kind of leader I am.
Using the same door opening technique as earlier, Hank stepped back with his pistol pointed center mass at the door, while Tom stood, grabbed the door handle and pulled it open.   Tom stepped back a bit allowing room for the door to open.   Before it got all the way open a muffled grunt sounded from somewhere on the other side.   There were no lights on in the narrow hall.   Tom was prepared for this and used his off hand to click on the large flashlight.   The bright beam shot into the darkness, illuminating a woman’s face. 
She was young, maybe twenty at the most, and was probably pretty before she turned. Just by the bright red puffiness surrounding her eyes it was clear she was infected.   Her teeth were bared in a half grimace as she sprinted their way. She was just opening her mouth in a shriek when Hank’s pistol barked.   The shot hit her in the bridge of the nose, splattering gore across her face, and dropping her to the floor.   After all the quiet, the shot sounded like a cannon blast.
Before Tom could get moving, Dennis and a couple others sprinted past, rushing down the narrow hallway into the darkness.
“Go, go!”   Tom shouted as he sprinted after them. His flashlight beam bouncing wildly as he ran.   The sounds of feet pounding on the floor trailed after him.   Somewhere ahead echoed the terrifying huffs of the demented.
His flashlight beam hit on something rounding the corner just ahead of them. Maybe a pair of legs running their way.   One of the people leading the way shifted over to the side of the hall, blocking Tom’s view.
The scream was blood curdling.
The dark form went to the floor in a thrashing of arms and legs. Tom aimed the flashlight at the mass, lighting up the two bodies struggling with one another.   One of them shouted with exertion.
Just ahead one of the men grunted loudly and there was a sickening crunch, followed by a thud as something slammed into the wall.   The thought of leaving someone fighting for their life on the floor tore at Tom’s conscience.
Angry growls sounded from elsewhere in the basement.
Tom raced past the two entangled forms on the floor, shining his flashlight ahead. A demented lay crumpled up at the base of the far wall, blood streaming down his face and neck. Dennis and one other man were just turning the corner to the right.   Following the two men around the corner, Tom was glad to see the large hallway just ahead was lit with emergency lighting.
   A dark blur darted from the side and slammed into Dennis, taking him to the floor out of sight. The man next to him began to turn, but before he could finish the movement another demented tackled him as well. The ferocious growls and bone chilling screams that followed were one of the worst things Tom had ever heard.   A pair of kicking boots was just visible past the open doorway.
Tom’s heart was booming in his chest.   The sounds of the infected were ramping up. The infected heard each other and fed off the rage. Their ranks swelled, attracted to the sounds of prey.
“Keep going!”   He heard Hank shout from next to him. Until then Tom hadn’t realized he had slowed to nearly a stop.   Hank’s voice pulled him out of his stupor.
Tom jammed his flashlight into his utility belt as he raced down the corridor. Reaching the main hall, he saw entangled bodies struggling on the floor.   Stark emergency lights cast harsh shadows throughout the area. Blood was beginning to pool across the cement. Screams were turning to gurgled gasps, like yanking a pair of boots out of thick mud.
Shoes pounding on the cement echoed from around the corner, warning the group of what was to come. Seconds later several demented rushed around the corner, growling in anger.   They were moving impossibly fast and when they saw people right in front of them they seemed to surge ahead, driven by their hunger and rage.
“Firing left.”   Tom shouted while running straight at the attackers.   Wanting to make every shot count, Tom aimed center mass. The revolver thundered and kicked, sending a round slamming into the side of the demented furthest to the left. His body spun sideways.   His feet caught together, spilling him to the cement.
From next to Tom, Hank’s pistol began spitting lead with a loud pop, pop, pop .    He started on the right side, continuing to run while shooting.
The sounds of the group following behind them were nearly drowned out by the infected. As fast as Tom and Hank could gun demented down, more rounded the corner.   They were both slowing to nearly a stop as they continued to try to hold the demented at bay.   Tom looked longingly at the stairwell door, but he knew it only led to death on the main floor.   He felt Kelly bump into him from behind.
It was just as his revolver ran dry with an ominous click that several people raced past him, clubs and weapons raised.   They screamed the battle cry of the doomed. A final defiant shout to let the world know they were “all in.”   From next to him, Hank’s pistol must have run dry as well, the only sounds that remained were the shrieks, screams, and growls of the combatants.
Tom ditched the revolver and slid the police baton from his utility belt. Ahead of him the two forces slammed into each other with a thud that could be felt in his chest. The speed and sheer number of demented began pushing the group back, biting and clawing at their exposed flesh. Baton raised, Tom screamed out and sprinted into the fray. Hank and the others followed in his wake.
Before reaching the fight, Tom noticed the door to the stairwell was shaking and a loud pounding emanated from behind it.   The infected on the second floor must have heard the shots and wanted in on the action.   If they got the door open the group would surely be out flanked and overran.
Tom picked one of the largest of the demented.   He was an enormous, barrel chested man with a deep red beard that reached all the way to his chest.   His huge arms were fending off attacks and beating on anyone that dared come close to him.   Face twisted with rage, teeth bared, he growled with anger.
Using his momentum, Tom raced through the throngs, hell bent on taking down the Red Giant. With the baton raised over his head Tom yelled out and swung down, directing the blow at the large man’s forehead. With surprising quickness Red brought up one of his tree trunk sized forearms, deflecting the blow. With the hit came a loud crack, but this only seemed to enrage him.   He swung at Tom with his other fist.   Tom ducked the swinging attack and used his forward momentum to crash shoulder first into Red’s waist, sending the two of them crashing to the floor.
Before Tom could even begin to do anything a demented pounced on his back, scratching and clawing at his exposed neck.   Tom tried to swing an elbow around to knock the creature off, but only got partway through the movement when one of Red’s monstrous fists slammed into the side of his head.   Pain shot through his skull, streaking all the way down his spine. His vision blurred, tiny white sparkles dotting and dancing across his sight.   He struggled to remain conscious.   Sam’s precious face flashed in his mind.
Kelly was a few steps behind Tom when she saw him crash to the floor. A small girl, maybe in her teens, jumped on top of his back and began tearing at him.   Kelly had to do something.   Looking to her right she saw Hank in the middle of a pair of demented. He stood swinging a metal table leg, desperately trying to bring them down.
The chaos surrounding her was nearly overwhelming.   The sounds of battle were constant, almost a solid hum, like a crowd at a sports stadium.   Occasionally the thrum was broken by a scream of agony.
Kelly pushed it away, shoving it out of her mind, and focusing only on what was right in front of her. She raised a wicked looking, jagged cleaver above her head and brought it slamming down on the base of the girl’s skull.   The body slumped limply on top of Tom.
She watched as the giant man below Tom reached out with both hands and began squeezing Tom’s head.   His face contorted and grimaced with effort as he tried to smash Tom’s skull. Tom reached out for Red’s arms, grasping them and trying to pull them free.   Kelly sliced at Red’s forearms.   The surgical tool easily sliced through the man’s flesh, exposing white bone before dark red blood oozed out.   Red still held firm to Tom’s head.
Tom screamed out in agony.
Lunging on top of them, Kelly held the knife in her fist and brought it arching down into one of Red’s eye sockets.   The huge arms immediately fell slack and the big man let out a final gasp of built up air.
Despite this small victory chaos still reigned all around. Crimson blood spattered the floor and walls. Bodies clashed and struggled, some for survival and some out of pure hate and rage.   They had to get out of here.
As if on cue, the stairwell door suddenly flung open.   Demented began pouring out, growling with excitement.
Tom shook the small girl off his back, but was struggling to stand, still disoriented from the blow he took.    His head was in excruciating pain and it was difficult to see clearly. Partway to his feet his knees buckled, sending him crumpling to the floor.   He felt a hand reach under his armpit, working to lift him to his feet. Looking over his shoulder, he saw it was Kelly.
“Get up Baby, get up!   We need to move!”   She shouted.
With her help he was able to regain his feet.   Ahead of him several members of their group had burst through the wall of demented and were racing down the hall.   A few of the demented had split off and were pursuing them. 
Kelly grabbed Tom’s arm and started running after them.   Tom was still a bit woozy but followed after her. Several others from their group joined the sprint down the hall, trying their best to just barrel their way through any demented that still stood.
Demented continued to spill out of the open stairwell door.   Some of them went straight after people that still struggled with the wall of demented, while others chased after Tom and the others.
Tom could hear the demented that followed them, their shrieks echoing down the long hall. He could just make out Hank and a few others turning the corner up ahead, four demented right on their heels. Chasing after some of the demented did not feel right, but with dozens racing behind them, it was their only option. Tom realized he no longer had a weapon. He slid the large flashlight free of his utility belt, so he at least had something should the demented in front decide to turn around.
After dodging through an ‘s’ shaped hallway, Tom saw the Housekeeping door just ahead.   A dark form just disappeared out of sight. At the door Tom looked left down the hall that led past the service elevator he had used previously.   It seemed like an eternity ago.   Reaching out to shove the Housekeeping entry open, he saw several demented racing around the corner past the elevator.   The sound of feet pounding on concrete filtered down the open stairway as well.
 “This way.”   Tom shouted.   His head was finally clearing and he felt able to focus on getting out of this place. Pushing the door open he raced through, Kelly following right behind.   He slammed the metal door closed behind them, hoping it would at least slow any followers.
Kelly let out a scream from next to him.   Spinning around, he saw several demented crawling through the debris left from the shelf they had tipped over earlier. The noise had caused one of the demented to freeze partway through the boiler room door.   Despite the summer heat, the younger man wore a flannel shirt and thick workman’s pants.   He stood motionless for a brief moment and then slowly twisted his head back around, trying to determine the source of the noise.   One of his eyes had been gouged out long ago, only a dark hole and black, dried blood remained.
Tom raised the flashlight up by his head and charged straight at Flannel. Past the door, several of the demented were just getting to their feet and beginning to race Tom’s way. Flannel was just getting turned around when Tom slammed the flashlight into the top of his skull and crashed into him, shoulder first. His momentum carried them through the doorway and over a railing.   They both flew through the air and came crashing to the hard cement five feet below.   The impact jarred Tom’s hip and elbow, shooting pain through his body. The wind was knocked from his lungs, causing him to gasp for air.
Unaffected by the fall, Flannel began scratching and clawing Tom. Blood oozed from a deep scratch in the center of his forehead. Despite the brutal gash and blood streaming into his eyes he continued to fight with determined ferocity.
Still hanging onto the flashlight, Tom began repeatedly smashing it into Flannel’s head. Pain shot through Tom’s face and neck as the demented ripped into his flesh.   After several solid hits from the flashlight Flannel’s movements began to slow. Two more solid hits and he went still.
Kelly had made it inside the boiler room and closed the metal door. Demented pounded on it from the outside, desperate to get in. She saw Tom finishing off Flannel. The door handle began to jiggle. “How do we get out of here?”   She shouted.
Tom was struggling back to his feet.   “Behind the boiler...there’s a metal access.”   He started heading that way.
Kelly raced down the short span of stairs, meeting Tom at the bottom.
“Stay behind me. There are three demented ahead of us somewhere.”   Tom said. He really wished he had a gun. Turning back to Kelly, he held out the bloody flashlight and said, “Trade me.”
Kelly looked at the flashlight with a grimace and then hesitantly traded the surgical knife for the flashlight.
Reaching the back corner of the boiler room, Kelly shined the light down into the dark tunnel, illuminating bare cement.   Distant noises trickled out of the opening. Tom used the light to navigate down the rickety ladder. Inside the tunnel Tom could clearly hear the sounds of running feet and angered growls. They sounded distant, maybe fifty yards or more down the narrow tunnel, but the echo made it difficult to pinpoint.
Tom heard the metal door in the boiler room above slam into the wall. Demented screamed out in delightful anger, knowing they were that much closer to their prey.   This caused Kelly to let out a muffled scream and begin a rapid descent down the ladder.   As soon as her feet hit the floor, Tom began racing down the passageway.   Kelly’s light bounced from behind him, casting an eerie human shadow that flickered ahead of him.
Screams and sounds of a struggle reached Tom from somewhere ahead. The demented had caught up with those from their group. With no light they were probably having a difficult time finding the escape ladder.   Fighting in the dark would be equally difficult if not more so. Struggling past his fatigue, Tom raced faster down the tunnel.   He had to help them.   Kelly’s light slowly began to diminish as she lost ground to his sprint.
Demented began to drop into the tunnel behind them.   Their growls could be heard clearly.   Tom had to focus on getting to his friends, pushing away his rising panic. The thought of being pinned between two sets of demented in the tight dark tunnel was terrifying. He could only imagine the terror Kelly felt.
From just ahead he heard Hank yell, “Get up the ladder!”   There was a loud scream followed by a shallow grunt.
Kelly’s faint light finally reached the struggle.   Tom could just make out dark forms with their backs turned to him. Neither one turned at his approach, consumed by the fight.   In the dim bouncing light they looked like apparitions dancing in the darkness. The angered sounds of fighting were the only clue to something more sinister.
Knife raised, Tom sprinted up behind them and slammed the blade into the closest ones neck. The demented reached back awkwardly, trying to find the reason for his pain.   His arm jerked spastically.   A few swipes for the knife’s handle and then he lowered his arm and began to turn around.   Tom pulled the blade free and then banged the knife’s hilt hard to his temple. The demented convulsed and dropped to the cement.
The second demented crumpled to the ground before Tom could move in for the attack. In his place stood a blood drenched Hank, holding a makeshift metal club.   He swayed a bit.   Tom stepped over and grabbed him by the shoulder.
Kelly came running up on them.   “They’re coming, hurry!”
Hank stood in place.
“Move...get up the ladder.”   Tom shouted while spinning Hank around, facing him to the ladder.
Hank nearly tripped over a couple bodies on his way to the ladder, but once there he made quick work of climbing up the rungs.   At the top he heaved open the metal cover, letting the fading light of evening spill in.   A pair of faces stared down at him.   At first Tom thought it was a pair of the demented, but then recognized the faces and realized Hank must have sent them ahead.   Relief washed over their faces.
Tom turned to Kelly. “Follow Hank.”   She started to say something and then thought better of it.
Pounding footsteps grew louder.   In the faint light Tom could just make out dark forms racing his way. They saw him standing in the glow that spilled down from above, growling in anticipation. They were incredibly loud. Tom knew there must be dozens of them.
Looking up, he saw Kelly just climbing up over the lip of the entrance. Tom raced after her, taking the rungs as fast as possible.   Nearing the top, one of the demented grasped his legs, but with a couple of rapid kicks he freed himself and hoisted his body up and out of the nightmarish tunnel.
Hank slammed the metal cover closed.   “Pins, are there hinge pins?”
It took a moment for Tom to realize what Hank was talking about. When he remembered how they had gained access to the locked tunnel system he said, “On the ground...they should be right there on the ground.”
Hank felt around in the dirt and grass.   Once he located the pins he shoved them back in place. “That should hold ‘em.”   He said while turning and sitting on top of the entrance.    Both Kelly and Tom sat down next to him, exhaustion taking over. Hank looked over at them, blood streaming down his face and neck.   “Well that went to poo.”
Jenny stepped over and said, “Is this it?   Nobody else made it?”
Tom shook his head.   “Not unless they went another way...we were followed by dozens of those things.”   He looked up at Jenny and added, “Who else made it out with you?”
A younger man, wearing a t-shirt that barely clung to his body it was ripped in so many places, stepped over.   Crimson stains streaked across his white cotton shirt. “Just me.   That was the worst plan ever. We’re lucky to...”
“Hey, I didn’t hear any ideas from you when we were stuck in the OR.”   Hank shouted.
Phillip snapped back, “We were better off up there.”
“You’d have died there if not for Tom.”
Tom raised a hand and said, “He’s right.”
Hank looked over at Tom, shock on his face.   “What...you just saved all our asses?   Now this kid...this punk blames you.”
Looking down at his feet Tom felt the full weight of responsibility. “Lincoln was after me...”   He shook his head.   “None of this would have happened if not for me.”
Nobody said anything more, they just sat in silence.   Tom knew there was nothing he could do to change things and had to move on.
The sound of something moving through the nearby brush suddenly broke the stillness. Tom hopped up, knife in hand. All of them tensed, staring at the quivering bushes. A muffled huff sounded from low to the ground.   Tom slowly moved in a low crouch toward the source of the noise.
Bursting out of the thick foliage raced a dark shape.   Tom swung with his knife, but miscalculated the quickness and just missed over the top.   The dark form hit him low, driving him backwards to the ground.   Tom tried to bring the knife around, but the creature was on top of him and moved right up to his face.   It furiously started licking him.
“Zeus?   Is that you boy?”   Tom said.
The dog started whining furiously.   He padded his feet and then shifted off of Tom, waging his tail excitedly.
“How’d you get out?   I thought I’d lost you for sure.”   Tom looked up at the others. “Found him in an abandoned house just out of town. He hates the infected just as much as we do.”
“Where did they take Sam?”   Kelly asked.
Tom hadn’t forgot about Sam, but with all the death and chaos he had shoved the thought to the backburner, both because he knew there was nothing he could do yet and because his fear for Sam’s fate was almost too much to bear. “The school...he’ll be at the school Lincoln took Hank, Rachael, and I to.   It was up on the north end of Spokane.”
Kelly said, “We need to go.   Let’s get a car.”
“First we need a plan.”   Tom said.
Hank stepped over next to the two of them and helped Tom to his feet. “And lots of guns.   I’m not going anywhere near those guys without lots of guns.”
 



Chapter 10: The Price
After spending a few minutes developing a basic plan, and then nearly an hour locating a vehicle, the five of them and Zeus were now on their way to Tom and Kelly’s home. They hadn’t seen any other demented or undead during this time.   It was like all of them had made their way to either the hospital or the school, leaving the rest of Newport alone.   No matter the reason, Tom was glad to see Newport fading away in his rear view mirror.
From the backseat Phillip said, “They’re going to be waiting for us at the school. The only reason they left the note is to get you to show up so they can kill you.   They’ll be ready.”
“I already told you, you don’t have to go.   This isn’t your fight.”   Tom said.   “Both of...”
Hank sat forward in his seat, peering out the front window with squinted eyes. “What is that?”
The highway leading out of Newport had been clear of vehicles. There were occasional wrecked cars off to the side of the road, but even those were infrequent.   Looking ahead, Tom saw an overturned black SUV in the ditch. Its back end rested up against a large Ponderosa Pine. This did not seem all that unusual and Tom guessed it was not what Hank was looking at.
Tom was just about to ask Hank what he was talking about, and then he saw it. Beyond the SUV, through a thin stand of trees, was a helicopter.   It had not crashed, but instead had landed in a small clearing, the rotors slowly spinning.   In the fading evening light Tom could see movement around the helicopter. He eased off the gas.
“Military crash hawk.”   Hank said.
“There’s guys outside...can’t tell if they’re infected or not.”   Tom added.
Kelly chimed in, “Just keep going.”
“They might know something.   Either what’s going on or a way to fix things.”   Tom said as he began feathering the brakes. “If they’re not infected we need to talk to them.”
Easing to a stop, they all remained in the car.   They sat staring out the windows, trying to decipher what was going on. There were three men outside the chopper that wore OD green hazmat suits.   A pilot remained inside the cockpit.   A pair of the men in hazmat suits looked at the stopped car and then turned toward each other.   After a few moments of gesturing back and forth, one of them ran over to the chopper and grabbed a silver canister out of the bay.
 “Definitely not infected.”   Tom said.
Nobody said anything in response.   They all sat mesmerized by the space alien looking group.
The man with the canister quickly moved over next to the edge of the clearing and began operating a pump handle on the top of the device. He started using the pump sprayer to hose down something that was just out of sight in the tall weeds.
Tom grabbed his door handle and said to Hank, “Let’s go chat with ‘em.   Everyone else stay put.”   He left the car running and stepped out onto the pavement.
Hank stepped out as well and said, “I really wish I had a gun about now.”
“We might have better luck unarmed.”
Zeus whined frantically, desperately wanting out of the car.
“Stay.”   Tom commanded.
As they started making their way through the trees, one of the hazmat guys started shouting at the other two.   His voice was muffled from this distance.   The man with the canister turned and ran toward the helicopter. The other two remained in place just outside the chopper bay.
Tom waved his arms over his head and shouted, “Hey!   We’re unarmed.   We just want to talk.”
The man placed the canister back in the chopper and began digging through a small bag. One of the other two men ran over next to him and reached back into the shadows.   Canister man turned and ran back toward the edge of the clearing, packing a pair of wire cutters.
Tom and Hank continued to approach.   They were only about thirty feet from the clearing when the nearest man turned and raised a hand palm out.   “Stop!   Don’t come any closer.”
It was difficult to understand him talking through the dome hazmat bubble, but his intent was clear enough.   Both men stopped. Tom shouted back, “What’s going on?   Can we talk?”
The evening light was beginning to fade, making it difficult to see. Canister man knelt down at the edge of the clearing, working on something just out of sight.   The third man that had been digging around in the chopper spun around holding an M4.   The cold black rifle had a tactical, quick acquisition scope mounted to the top rail, making it look as menacing as a piece of steel could look.   He raised the rifle and pointed it directly at Hank and Tom.
Nobody said anything.   Tom and Hank both raised their hands above their heads.   The four of them stood their unmoving.
After what seemed like a very long time Tom began lowering his hands and slowly walking toward the men.
“Stay right there!”
“We just want to talk.”
Canister man stood and ran back over to the chopper.   The other two men quickly backed their way to the helicopter and climbed in. The M4 remained pointed directly at Hank and Tom the entire time, never wavering or dipping. Once all three men were inside, the rotors began spinning up. The heavy wind picked up sticks and debris, flinging them in all directions.   Hank and Tom used their forearms to protect their faces.
Once they were no longer getting battered by flying objects the helicopter had reached the tops of the trees.   They looked up to see its glowing lights disappear into the sky. An eerie quite came over the clearing as the whump, whump, whump  faded into the distance.
 “Not very neighborly.”   Hank said.
Tom started walking toward the clearing.   “Let’s see what they were up to.”
“I don’t think I want to know.”   Hank whispered after he started following Tom.
“What’s that?”
“Nothing, just excited about the whole situation.”
At the edge of the clearing lay four people, three men and woman. All of them laid face down in the weeds, clipped zip ties scattered next to the bodies.   The woman had a large hole in her back, blood and chunks of meat were splattered and clinging to her ragged shirt.   The man next to her was also covered in blood, but no wound was immediately noticeable.   The other two bodies were filthy, but otherwise appeared unharmed.
“This just gets better and better.”   Hank said.
Do you think they...”   Tom stopped mid-sentence, staring at the bodies. Pointing down at the two filthy ones, he said, “Are their chests moving?”   He knelt down next to the closest one and felt his neck.   Quickly standing back up, he said, “Alive...still alive.”
Hank knelt amongst the others, checking each of them for a pulse. “These two are dead.”   He sniffed at the air and then smelled his fingers. “Chemicals...smell that?”
 “Must be the spray...the canister.”   Tom said.
The bodies started twitching, even the two dead ones.   It began with small jerky movements, and then turned more coordinated. Their heads started shifting around looking, and arms their grasping for the unattainable. One of the undead got his head turned far enough to the side to see Tom.   He let out a low moan and started to rise to his knees.
“They’re all infected.”   Hank said as he stepped away. 
“Army’s experimenting on them.   Bet they have some kind of implanted tracker or something.”   Tom said.
Hank scratched at his scruffy chin and said, “Maybe they’ve found some kind of cure.”
“We may need to take a trip later, but right now we better get outta here before these uglies wake all the way up.”
******
For the next hour they dodged through wrecked cars on highway 2 and discussed what the helicopter meant.   All of them agreed the military was looking for a solution, but the real question was if anything was working.
Kelly sat next to Zeus, looking out the window, watching the thick trees blur by. “Even if this spray worked, how would they ever distribute it?”
Hank replied, “If it’s contact spray it would be tough.   They could use spray planes like crop dusters, but it would be impossible to get all of them...even then it would take an astronomical amount of liquid. On the other hand it if is inhalation or something similar it might be a lot easier.”
“Undead don’t breath.”   Phillip said.
Hank looked over at Tom.   “He’s got a point.”
“Once we get Sam we’re going to take a trip.   We have to know more.”   Tom replied.
Along the way they made a detour to Tom and Kelly’s house to gear up on supplies. Most everything had already been looted by Lincoln and his crew, but they were relieved to find the gun safe still intact. After loading up on weapons and ammo they all felt much better about their odds.
Hank stood looking over a large bore rifle, slowly working the bolt. “I feel so much better.”
Phillip said, “I’d feel better with food.”
Tom stepped over. “We can either stay a night here and move out in the morning or head straight there now.”
“I like the cover of darkness.   I say we move now.”   Hank replied.
Nobody argued, all of them wanting to get this over with. It would be a long night with Sam still held captive.
“If anyone wants out, now is the time.”   Tom said while looking each of them in the eyes. He expected Phillip to back out, but even when looked at he simply nodded his head.   “Okay then, let’s roll.”
Scattered buildings marked the edge of north Spokane.   The buildings had broken out windows and debris scattered all around. Most had been looted in the first week of the infection.   Everyone was hungry, but there was likely little to gain by entering any of the buildings and the risk would be extremely high.   Just within the last half mile they had seen dozens of infected staggering around the buildings.   Each of them gave blank stares, watching the car speed past.
“Nearly a full moon, the extra light could help us out.”   Tom said while hunching forward to see out the top of the windshield.
Hank added, “Might bring out the crazies.”
“They came out a long time ago.”   Kelly said.
******
Tom sat huddled between a pair of overgrown shrubs.   His face and hands itched from the rough branches that scratched him while he got into place.   He had been sitting for several minutes, watching the front gate that led to Lincoln’s school. There were three infected staggering around the gate.   They showed little interest in getting inside the fortification.   It was like they had gathered there and none of them could remember why. One of them, a small woman wearing a stained summer dress, would touch the thick iron gate, almost caressing it, and then stagger away, only to return a few moments later.
After deciding Kelly and the others were surely in place, he looked left and right along the fence. A few infected were gathered in the street to the left, like a group of kids getting ready to play street hockey or a pickup game of hoops.   To the right there were a few vague shapes moving in the distance. They were far enough off that Tom decided to the right was the better option.
He began crawling backwards through the shrubs, grimacing as they scraped at his exposed flesh. Bits of plant material broke off and worked their way down his back underneath his clothes. He tried not to think about all the spiders and bugs that lived in hedges like these.   He wasn’t necessarily scared of little critters, but he preferred they stayed to themselves.
Once back in the yard, and up on his feet he brushed himself off and began moving along the natural fence in a low crouch.   Having left his assault rifle with Hank, he carried only a semi-auto Glock and a small revolver concealed in an ankle holster. He didn’t like leaving a high powered rifle behind shortly after getting it, but if their plan was to work it had to be done.
The moonlight made getting through the yards a fairly simple task. Tom was more worried about there being unexpected guests inside the houses or hidden in the dark shadows between the homes. Every few paces he would crouch down and listen. Hearing only distant sounds, he would continue along, slowly progressing parallel to the school’s fence.
Tom made the determination that he had moved away from the front gate far enough. Following a home’s sidewalk he silently made his way back to the street.   Looking both ways he felt good that he was close to halfway between the gate and the infected he had seen in the distance. Now that they were closer he could see that there were about a dozen of them.   They were spread out along the street and both sidewalks. Like those he had seen before, they seemed to have no real purpose, just meandering about like ticking time bombs.
Slowly standing, Tom began staggering directly across the road. Out in the open it felt like there were hundreds of eyes staring at him. In his mind he pictured all of the infected in the streets rushing his way and barking loudly for reinforcements. He looked both ways and only saw the same slow moving forms.
Standing at the base of the chain link fence he was glad this was a school and not a prison.   There was no concertina wire, no angled wires, and in fact no barbed wire at all. Not wanting to remain in the open street any longer, Tom stuffed his pistol in the back of his pants, and climbed up and over the fence.   At first he felt better being on the other side, but then remembered that he was now on Lincoln’s turf.   Before the world fell apart he would have had a difficult time thinking of a creature worse than a zombie...ironic that it turned out to be another human.
Tom pulled the pistol back out from his waistband.   Looking around he did not see anybody, only a few cars in the nearly empty parking lot.   His heart hammered in his chest. Here goes he thought to himself.   He raised the pistol and both hands above his head and started walking across the parking lot.   “Lincoln!”   He shouted. There was no response and being the middle of the night, he did not expect one right away.   “Lincoln!”   He shouted again as he continued to walk across the dirty pavement.
A soft glow appeared in one of the windows.   It bounced and shifted erratically.   The glow slowly dimmed and faded only to reappear in the next set of windows. As someone walked their way down the central hall with a flashlight the glow continued to move from window to window.
“I’m here, you wanted me, and here I am.”   Tom shouted while still holding his hands up above his head.
More lights flicked on inside the giant brick building.   They all trickled into the interior hallway and eventually coalesced near the main entrance.   Both large doors swung wide open, allowing blinding lights to pierce the night. Tom squinted his eyes, trying to shield them from the brilliant glow.
“Lincoln, I’m here.   It’s Tom.”
“Drop the gun!”   A voice shouted from behind one of the flashlights.
Leaving one hand above his head, Tom slowly crouched down and sent the pistol clattering across the pavement.   He used his newly freed hand to cover his eyes in an attempt to diffuse some of the blinding light.
The noise had stirred up the infected that stood at the gate, their moans cutting through the night.   Metal clanged as they shook the gate.   There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that this would draw demented and undead from all around. A few weeks back this would have been deeply unsettling to everyone, but people had quickly become accustomed to their presence.
“Austin, check him for weapons.”   Lincoln said.
Austin crossed the ten foot span while he slung a beat up AK47 over his shoulder. He walked back behind Tom and began patting down his chest and waist.   He moved lower to Tom’s thighs.
 “Whoa big guy, keep going.”   Tom said.
This got the reaction Tom was hoping for.   Austin stopped checking him and said, “Don’t you wish.”   He stepped away and unslung his rifle. “He’s clean.”
Lincoln started to say something, but his voice was drowned out by the growing number of infected at the gate.   “Grab him, let’s get inside.”   He shouted.
Austin pointed his rifle at Tom’s chest and said, “Get going.”
The group of men at the top of the short steps turned and headed back through the front doors. Tom and Austin followed behind them. Relief flooded over Tom when he fully realized that he would get inside the building and still have his revolver. Looking ahead, he quickly counted at least seven bobbing flashlights...more than they had guessed during their planning.
After the doors closed behind them, blocking out the sounds of the infected, Tom said, “Stop, where’s Sam?   If you...”
Before he could finish Lincoln spun around and shouted, “You’ll what? You aren’t going to do a thing, we own you.”
Using every bit of restraint Tom could muster he stood still and said nothing.
Lincoln went on, “Even if we chopped your precious son into pieces, cooked him up and ate him, there’s not a thing you could do.”
Austin let out a low chuckle from next to Tom.
Anger flushed over Tom, turning his face hot with rage.   Beads of sweat formed on his forehead.   He continued to stand still, using every bit of effort to appear calm on the outside.   He could hear his heart pounding, each beat sending shockwaves through his head.
“What...nothing to say.”   Austin jeered from next to him.
Resisting the urge to punch him in the face, Tom Looked at Lincoln and said, “Please don’t hurt him.   Do whatever to me...he’s already been through more than any kid should.”
“No worries, we won’t hurt him.”   Lincoln pointed back toward the demented at the main gate and added, “They might though.”   He looked over to a couple men standing next to him.   “Go get the kid...throw him over the fence.”
 “ Nooo!”   Tom shouted.
“Wait.”   Lincoln said to the two men who had started to walk down the hall.   “Throw him over where there are no walkers.”   He looked back at Tom.   “We’ll give the kid a chance...do the honorable thing.”
Just the thought of little Sam being outside the fence by himself at night, nearly brought Tom to his knees.   He would sit scared and crying until the infected found him. His last moments would be wondering why Mom and Dad never came for him.   Tom prayed it would never come to that.
 



Chapter 11: Execution
Lincoln stood in the middle of the hall smiling at Tom.   It was an egotistical grin of self-satisfaction, knowing he had won.   The revenge he had wanted so badly had finally come to fruition.   Not only had he stole a massive stockpile of weapons, food and supplies, but he had also captured the man he hated most. It was time for the fun part, time to make him pay.
The same arrogant grin was still on his face when the first shots rang out. The rapid volley echoed down the large hallway, causing Lincoln and all his men to turn.   Their confusion caused them to move in what felt like slow motion, all of them with a look of surprise on their face.
Tom was ready for the shots and had already planned out his move. He sprinted for the large opening that would usually have a couple secretaries sitting at the counter waiting to help kids and parents. Knowing Lincoln and his men would only stay confused for a second or two, Tom launched himself head first through the opening knocking papers and office supplies from the counter before crashing to floor on the other side.
The gunshots came to a stop and were replaced by shouts from the men. There was confusion whether they should go after whoever fired the shots or go after Tom.    Using their indecision to his advantage, Tom reached for his ankle holster and pulled the revolver free.
Gun in hand, Tom scrambled back to his feet and raced through the office area to a narrow hallway that he remembered from when he rescued Rachael.    Tom raced past the doorways, trying to gain as much distance from Lincoln as possible.   Just ahead he could see that the hall opened into a larger room, maybe a break room.   Light flared down the hallway, casting a long shadow on the wooden conference table.

Cack...cack...cack
   The shots went whizzing past Tom, far too close for comfort. He hunched low as the men continued to fire down the hall at him.   Reaching the entrance to the next room, Tom ducked to the side, out of the line of fire.
He quickly surveyed the room and found that it was an employee break room. Along one wall sat a pair of vending machines, one for beverages and the other for snacks.   Both had their viewing windows busted out and all the contents removed. Next to the machines ran a long counter with a microwave, coffee maker, and a mini-fridge sitting on top. Light bounced erratically as Lincoln’s men climbed over the counter in pursuit.   Even in the difficult light Tom could make out a set of three large windows along the outside wall and a wooden door on the opposite wall.
Knowing he would never have time to climb out the window, Tom turned and flung open the door. He raced into the darkness beyond, slamming the door closed behind him.   He found himself back in the main hallway that ran the length of the school. To his left were the bouncing flashlights of the men that chased after the source of the initial gunfire. Tom spun in the opposite direction and began sprinting as fast as his legs could carry him.
Gunfire erupted in the hall.   None of the shots were directed at Tom.   
The darkness got even deeper as he continued to run down the hall. Behind him the door was flung open, slamming into the wall with a loud crack.   Someone shouted and then a bright light cut into the darkness around him.   The new light was immediately followed by a volley of gunshots.   Pain shot through Tom’s arm as one of the rounds caught him near his elbow. The wound burned with excruciating pain. It felt as if his nerve endings were exposed to searing acid.   Pushing through the pain, Tom continued down the hall, bullets flying all around him.   Another shot clipped his leg, sending him crashing to the hard tile.
“I hit him, I hit him.”   One of the men shouted.
They stopped firing down the hall.   Other than boots pounding on the floor, the hall was filled with an eerie silence.   There was sudden shouting, but it was distant, at the far end of the hall.
Tom looked to the side of the hall and saw a classroom door. He pointed the revolver toward the men that chased after him, and fired of several rapid shots.   Barely even looking to see where his shots went, he quickly scrambled for the door.   Grasping the doorknob, he blindly fired off two more quick shots, opened the door, and slid through the opening.
He slammed the door closed and looked around the room.   It was dark, but moonlight spilling through a wall of windows let in enough light to see.   The large space was dotted with children’s school desks.   A giant blackboard ran the length of the nearest wall. 
Seeing no other exits, Tom could think of only one thing to do. Fighting through the pain, he forced himself back to his feet and looked to the windows.   He started racing across the classroom, gun raised. As he neared the window he fired a single shot into the center of the glass.   The pane did not break, but it punched a hole that sent cracks stretching out in all directions like a giant spider web.   Just as he reached the wall, the sound of someone working the doorknob could be heard behind him. He was fully committed.   Raising his forearms in front of his face, he leapt head first through the window.
Tom was surprised by the jarring impact.   In the action movies they made it look like an effortless and painless task.   Instead, stinging pain shot through his forearms and head from dozens of lacerations. The hardened glass nearly brought his momentum to a halt, dropping him on the pavement directly below the window. Landing hard on his shoulder, pain shot through his arm and back, knocking the air from his lungs.   Shards of glass crashed down all around him.
 “The window.”   One of the men shouted from inside the classroom.
With a groan Tom regained his feet and looked out across the pavement. The large fence that surrounded the school was nearly fifty yards off and Tom didn’t know if he could cover the ground before being shot in the back.   Making a quick decision, he ran along the school’s wall, his entire body aching with every pounding step.
Glass clinked to the pavement as the men peered out into the night trying to find their quarry. “That way.”   One of them shouted.   Loud booms split the night as they began firing at Tom’s fading form.
Tom was relieved to reach the far corner of the school, dodging around the back side, out of the barrage of gunfire.   The hail of gunfire stopped, replaced by shouting and more breaking glass.
Knowing the men would not give up the chase easily, Tom began sprinting across the short span of pavement that led to the back fence.   There was a small section of road that ran to a rear loading dock used by delivery trucks.   The fence butted up against the road’s curb, barely more than a dozen feet away. A short span of trees separated the fence from the road beyond.
     Using the cement curb to gain some height, Tom launched off of it, catching the top of the fence at waist level.   The fence rattled loudly as he hoisted himself over one leg at a time. Dropping to the bark covered landscaping, Tom saw two men round the corner of the school. They stood for a moment, looking for him, and then one of them pointed Tom’s direction.
   “There!”   One of them shouted.
Before they could get off any shots, Tom ducked back through the overgrown trees, disappearing from sight.   He quickly raced down the row of trees, looking for a thick Spruce.   Just a few trees down he found exactly what he was looking for. The prickly branches were thick and full, drooping nearly to the ground.   Tom slid in under the spiky appendages and then used the large branches to climb up off the shredded bark floor.
Within a few short moments he could hear the chain link fence rattling as the two men chased after him.   There were footfalls on the pavement followed by silence.   Tom couldn’t see what was going on, but he could imagine the two of them standing in the middle of the street looking around, trying to decide where he could have gotten to.   The far side of the street was packed with various small businesses and shops.
Tom remained motionless as he tried to listen to the two men whispering to each other.
“...gone far...buildings...maybe...far side...”   There was a moment of silence then Tom could hear one of them say, “...split up. You go that way.”
The sound of footsteps got louder as one of the men ran down the road in Tom’s direction. He knew he was hidden from sight behind the thick branches, but Tom’s heart still pounded in his chest. Taking slow breaths he tried to calm himself and keep as quite as possible.
The surge of adrenaline was wearing off, being replaced by stinging pain from his cuts and bullet wounds.   The worst of his pain was in the gunshot near his elbow.   Looking down, he was horrified to see his entire arm and shirt covered in dark blood.   The moonlight was greatly diminished inside the trees cover, but he could still see the deep black liquid.   A deep, ragged gash marked the wound itself.   Gingerly feeling it with his finger, he found the bullet had ripped through the side of his bicep just above the elbow.   The round missed bone, but tore out a huge swath of flesh. Fighting through the pain, Tom used his hand to cover and apply pressure to the wound.   He squeezed as hard as he could, hoping to stem the flow of blood.
An eerie silence came over the area.   The footfalls had faded into the buildings across the street. The only sound was Tom’s own breathing and a steady drip, drip, drip as blood continued to seep out of his body, forming a pool in the bark below.    The noise was a reminder of the limited time he had to get to their predetermined fallback location. It was only a few blocks off, but he only had so much blood to lose.
His stomach clenched thinking about the others.   Had they found Sam?   Were they able to get him?   Did they get away?     If everything went perfect they would be waiting in the large parking lot of the strip mall over a few streets.   Sitting anywhere for too long in the city was a dangerous proposition, and the longer it took Tom to join up with them the greater risk they would be taking. In the planning he told Hank that if he was more than ten minutes late they should leave. Kelly would ensure they stayed beyond the ten minutes, but they would have to leave eventually.
Gunfire tore him away from his thoughts.   They were close, sounding like it was just across the street. A few steady shots turned into a volley of rapid, panicked gunfire.   The shots were cut off by anguished screams. The bone chilling screams resonated through the night and were surely heard far in the distance.   It was only a matter of moments before the screams abruptly ended. The eerie silence that existed before the gunshots did not return.   Instead the angered growls and unnerving shrieks of the demented echoed through the night.   They would be coming, hundreds of them.
Tom knew he had to move or risk being surrounded by swarming infected. If he got pinned in the tree, he would bleed out in no time. Taking one last look at his still bleeding wound, Tom slid his way down the tree, dodging through the branches. He reached the bark floor and scrambled out from under the scratchy branches.
The stores across the street remained shrouded in darkness, their windows like black pits. The moon cast long shadows across the street and sidewalk.   One of the buildings, a small furniture store sandwiched between two much larger buildings, had broken out windows and the doors left wide open. The faint moonlight spilled through the opening.   In the dim light, movement could be seen.   Shadows hid the source of the movement, but their growls gave them away.
There were loud footfalls on pavement.   Rushing in from several directions were hordes of demented, their angered shrieks splitting through the night.   They heard the shots and the screams, and were drawn to them like moths to a flame.
Tom was hunched in the shadows of the spruce tree when they spotted him. The loud huffing noise that Tom was regrettably becoming accustomed to sounded out.   The call caused those inside the furniture store to spin around, looking at directly at Tom.   They were likely devouring one of Lincoln’s men and this caused them to hesitate.   The decision to either continue feeding or chase after new prey clearly weighed on their slow minds. Taking advantage of their indecision, Tom sprinted across the street, veering at an angle away from the furniture store.
The demented became infuriated when they saw him move.   As one, they stood and raced out of the darkness. Their faces and hands were covered in blood and gore. 
Before Tom reached the sidewalk on the other side of the street a gunshot rang out. The angry boom came from somewhere in front of Tom, maybe the next street over.
Boom...Boom...Boom...the shots continued.   The demented had found Lincoln’s other man.
Directly in front of Tom stood a large department store, cement blocks and dark windows staring back at him.   With a surge he rushed directly at a pair of glass doors marked as the entrance. Just before hitting the doors at full speed, Tom glanced to his left and saw there were dozens of demented filling the dark street.   Please don’t be locked, Tom thought to himself just before slamming into the swinging door.    The impact sent a shocking pain through his hand and wrist, but thankfully the door flew inward.
The stench of decay smacked him in the face, washing over him like filthy pond water. It clung to him like a blanket, his skin immediately feeling clammy.   With all the death he had been around over the last few weeks he would have though his nose would be used to it, but that was definitely not the case. His stomach rolled, gag reflex in full force.
The front of the store had a long row of checkout counters with lone registers sitting at each of them.   Beyond these were wide aisles separated by tall shelves.   The usually neat and tidy shelves were nearly empty and what was left was a disaster.   Torn open boxes lay scattered about, their contents spilled across the shelves and down onto the floor. It looked like a tornado came inside the building, taking half of the items with it and leaving the rest strewn all about.
Several loud moans from deeper in the store let Tom know he was not alone. Tom ran between a set of checkout counters and peered down one of the dark aisles, trying to determine the source of the noises. In the center of the aisle sat a low metal cage that had a bunch balloons tied to it.   They were once helium filled and floated joyfully above the wire rack, but now lay limply on the floor, shriveled and wrinkly. It was beyond these, in the deep shadows, that Tom saw movement.   Hoping to avoid any confrontation, Tom started to back out of the aisle toward the registers.
With the ferocity of a bomb going off, the front doors exploded inward, demented flooding inside. Like a raging river, they squeezed through the narrow opening and then fanned out in a huge mass of bared teeth and reaching hands.   Tom began to backpedal, watching in horror as they continued to pour into the building. The noise level reached a deafening roar.
Spinning back around, Tom raced past the deflated balloons.   The loud shrieks spurred him faster than he thought he could run. There was movement in the shadows ahead. Tom’s eyes were beginning to adjust to the darkness and he could make out vague forms shuffling his way. They had the slow movements of the undead.    Their groans were drowned out by the ear piercing rumble of the demented that continued to stream into the store.
   The demented were in a single minded rage. They swarmed over and around the checkout counters like army ants, almost moving as one.   Whether they were driven by hunger, hatred, or some unknown desire, it was powerful and motivating.   Once they locked onto living prey they were relentless, an all-consuming drive taking over.
Tom continued to sprint further back into the store, getting ever closer to the undead that were drawn his way.   There were four of them.   All of them were covered in dried blood, filth, and probably things far worse.   Their clothes barely clung to their bodies, hanging limply, now several sizes too large for their emaciated bodies.   Their cheeks were sunken and eyes sockets dark and hidden.   Lack of food was taking a toll on their bodies. Nearing Tom, they bared their teeth in hungry growls and reached out for him, clawing awkwardly at the air.
Using speed to his advantage, Tom dodged to the far side of the aisle, avoiding all but one of the undead.   Directly in front of him staggered a tall man, nearly skeletal in appearance. His long arms reached out for Tom. His lifeless gray eyes stared at Tom without emotion. Tom had one shot left in his revolver, but really wanted to save it if at all possible.   Lacking time to grab a makeshift weapon, Tom charged directly at Tall Man, turning his shoulder and using his forearm to slam into his body. 
Tall Man’s arms grasped at Tom, trying to draw him in close.   His frail body was surprisingly strong, however Tom’s momentum was too much for the lanky undead.   Tom’s forearm and shoulder slammed into Tall Man’s midsection, sending him toppling over.   His long fingers grasped at Tom clothes, ripping one of his shirt sleeves. Tom nearly lost his balance, spun sideways, slamming hard into the metal shelving.   Items crashed to the floor around him.   The fallen Tall Man reached for Tom’s legs while goods rained down on top of him.
Tom was able to get a glance back toward the front of the store and he was terrified by what he saw.   Demented were racing down the aisle directly toward him.   Several had already reached the metal balloon rack and would be on top of him in a matter of seconds.
Stumbling over the fallen items and yanking his boots away from Tall Man, Tom spun and began his sprint down the aisle.   The floor was caked with dried blood.   Tom danced his way between shredded boxes and piled up debris. He was unsure where he was headed, but knew this was his only option.
 



Chapter 12: Choices
The five of them had been hunkered down in the SUV for nearly an hour. None of them had said a word for quite some time, all of them just worriedly looking out the windows. Zeus was in the back, whimpering and pacing in anxious circles around the small space.
Philip suddenly broke the silence, “If nobody’s going to say it, I will, he’s gone.”
Hank looked briefly at Kelly and Sam, and then back to Philip. “We don’t know that.   He may just be having a difficult time getting through the streets.”   The heavy worry in the pit of Hank’s stomach told him otherwise, but he knew Tom wouldn’t give up if it were him. He also knew Kelly would be unable to bear the news.   He looked down at Sam sitting in her lap.   His usual smile was gone, replaced by tears and worry. He had said almost nothing since they got him to the car, instead just sitting in his mom’s lap, either staring out the window or fidgeting with his pants.
 “If Lincoln’s men don’t find us in this stupid parking lot the infected will.   We can’t just sit here.”   Philip shouted.
Hank started to say something, but Kelly interrupted him. Her eyes were shiny with welled up tears. In a trembling voice she said, “He’s right.”
“What?   He would...”   Hank started.
Kelly held up a hand and said, “Just hear me out.   Philip’s right that we can’t just sit here, but I’m not leaving Tom. We need to do something.”
“We need to leave...go somewhere safe.”   Philip said.
“Safe!   Are you kidding me?”   Hank shouted.   “Safe is like a union worker at five...long gone.”
“You know what I mean.”
From the back Jenny quietly said, “What if we make a quick drive through the streets between here and the school?   Take a look around...see what we can see.”
They all sat in silence for a few moments, letting the idea sink in and stew for a bit. Hank was the first to break the quiet. “Sounds like a good idea to me.”
“Drive back toward the school...what if we run into Lincoln’s men?   They are surely out looking for us.”   Philip interjected.
Hank wanted to start yelling at Philip.   The little twerp did nothing but complain and argue.   His voice had become a cheese grater on Hank’s ears, like salting exposed nerves. He took a deep calming breath and then said, “We’re a group, but I will not leave Tom behind, so I am going no matter what. We can split up if we have to. Who’s with me?”
“I am.”   Kelly said immediately.
Jenny spoke up as well, “I’m with you guys.”
Hank looked over his shoulder at Philip.   “What do you say?”
Red anger spread across Philip’s face.   With the girls joining Hank he had little choice but to stick with the group. Fear of being on his own overrode everything else.   “I will stick with you guys for now.”   He said as defiantly as he could.
“Well that’s settled.”   Hank said while cranking the key.   The large V8 engine rumbled to life.
******
Tom reached the end of the aisle and looked in each direction, praying there was somewhere to go.   A set of swinging double doors broke up the flat white wall.   They were marked with red “Employees Only” signs, but Tom guessed nobody would care.   He darted toward the doors, glancing down the aisles as he went.   Both of the aisles he passed on the way were filled with screaming demented, racing his way.
He hit the doors hard, flinging them wide open.   They slammed into the wall with a bang that was barely heard over the deafening rumble of the demented. The hallway beyond was nearly pitch black, only lit by the dim light that spilled in from the door he just ran through.   Tom continued sprinting down the hall into the darkness.   He held one hand out in front of him to diminish the impact if he hit something, while keeping his other hand touching the wall to his side. The wall was surprisingly comforting in the inky blackness.
Partway along the hall the reassuring wall disappeared from Tom’s touch. He came to a quick stop and reached back until he felt the wall once again.   With a bit of blind inspection he found that there was a corner and the hall either split or he had entered a large open space.
Suddenly the swinging doors banged loudly and the hall was filled with the screams and shrieks of the oncoming demented.   With so many the dark would not slow them a bit. They would act like water flooding through a maze, filling every nook and cranny.   They trampled their own in their haste to get at anything living.   The viciousness and unrelenting hatred was astounding.
Needing to just keep moving, Tom made the corner, following the wall as it cut to the right. He took several quick steps and then his feet caught something near the floor.   The impact was brutal and quick.   His face slammed hard against the stair steps before his mind realized what had happened.   Pain shot through his skull and down his spine.   White sparkles like night stars twinkled in and out of his vision, dancing through the darkness.   Tom’s head spun, dizziness and nausea nearly taking over.   He used every bit of concentration to keep from passing out.
The pounding footsteps chased after him like the churning of a train down the tracks.
Tom struggled back to his feet, nearly fainting in the process. Warm, wet blood streamed from a wound in his forehead, running down his temple and dripping off of his chin. Using his hand on the wall to steady himself, Tom began moving up the stairs, slowly at first, trying to regain control. Fighting through the pain he kept his eyes closed, rather than straining into the impenetrable darkness. Spurred on by the sounds of the demented Tom picked up the pace, taking a couple steps at a time, each footfall sending shocking pain from his head down through the rest of his body.
Panic welled up inside Tom as the first wave of demented rushed into the darkness behind him. The first wave overshot the stairwell opening, their animal sounds, like those of feral dogs, echoed up the stairs after him.   Tom continued to race up the steps, taking them as quick as he could. The sense of nausea was nearly overwhelming. Just as he reached the top of the stairs he heard demented at the base of the steps behind him.   The squeak of sneakers followed by wet animal like growls alerted Tom that some had made the corner and would be flowing up the stairs after him.
Tom continued to use his hand on the wall to feel his way along the hallway. It only took a few steps to feel the cool steel of a door jamb.   He reached down, searched for the door knob, and once he found it, fumbled a bit and then flung the door open.   Moonlight spilled in through a single window centered along the far wall. The meager light might have been one of the most beautiful sights Tom had seen in quite some time.   After being surrounded by the heavy weight of pitch black it was like hope, confidence, and relief thrown into a blender and poured over the top of him.
He quickly shut the door and engaged the small doorknob lock. It wouldn’t hold for long under a full assault, but Tom didn’t plan on sticking around for that.
Taking a glance around the room, he found that he was in a small office. In front of the window sat a man flopped over on top of a dark wood desk.   He was lying face down in a pool of his own blood.   There was a small black hole in the side of his head and splattered blood and gore on the opposite wall.
Footfalls sounded from back in the hall.   They were quick and rushed past the door.
Tom raced around the side of the desk, looking down at the floor. He found exactly was he was looking for. Hunching down he grabbed the pistol and checked it out. It was a .40 caliber Smith and Wesson that looked like it had never been fired.   Probably the guy’s trophy gun, only purchased to tell his buddies he had a gun.   Tom checked the chamber and found a loaded round. He dropped out the magazine and tested its weight. Happy to find it nearly full he slammed the magazine back into the well and stood.
Animal like scratching and wet growls emanated from out in the hall. They were growing in volume and it was clear the hall was beginning to fill with demented.   It was only a matter of time before their sheer mass caused the door to implode, spilling death into the small room.   Tom did not plan on hanging around to witness that happen.
Rolling the dead guy and his chair out of the way, Tom stepped over to the window and took a look out into the night.   The moonlight cast a gray glow cross the narrow alleyway, causing everything to take on a dreary low contrast.   Directly across from him stood a two story brick apartment building.   Sets of dark empty windows stared back at him like the dark eyes of a giant robot. At the base of the building sat a dumpster surround by cardboard boxes and a mound of black trash bags. Tom eased the window open. Cool night air washed over him.   After breathing in the stench of death for so long he could have just stood their sucking in as much clean air as possible.
The door to the hall began to creak and groan under the weight of the demented outside.
This was enough to get Tom moving.   He estimated the distance to the ground to be around fifteen feet, not too far but enough to break an ankle if he wasn’t careful. These days a broken ankle was a death sentence.    He stuffed the pistol in the back of his pants and slipped out the window feet first.   Using the windowsill he hung down as far as possible before letting go. The landing jarred his body, sending painful shockwaves through his body, reminding him how badly his head and arm hurt.
A quick glance down was a terrifying sight.   His entire arm was covered in blood, enough blood that it continually dripped from his fingers to the pavement below.    In the dim moonlight the growing puddle was as black as used car oil.
Tom hunched down in the alley and listened to the creepy noises that surrounded him. The night was filled with howls, shrieks, and blood curdling screams.   It was like the infected had been sitting dormant and the earlier gunfire had woke them, turning the city into a playground only found in nightmares.   He could also hear car engines, at least two of them in the distance. Unsure who they were Tom decided he would need to stick with the plan...or what was left of the plan.
After thinking back through all the twists and turns he had taken since the school, Tom decided he knew which direction the parking lot lay. He stood and moved down the alley toward the dumpster.
There was a loud crack of splintering wood from the window above. The sound was immediately followed by angry howls.
Tom glanced over his shoulder at the window above.   He caught his foot on a trash bag that had fallen from the heap and nearly went down.   Regaining his balance, he focused on the pavement in front of him and worked his way through the scattered debris to the end of the alley.
Tom was hugging the brick building as he eased up to the corner. The sound of shattering glass caused him to stop. He began to turn around.   There was the sound of glass clattering to the floor followed by a dull thud.
Thud...thud...thud...
   He turned back to see bodies falling out of the window and landing on one another in a pile.   Some remained motionless on the pavement; others flopped about awkwardly, while some began to regain their feet, oblivious to the fall. They continued to spill out of the window like logs over a waterfall.   One of them saw Tom standing frozen at the end of the alley. He raised his head to the sky and let out a loud bark. He continued barking loudly into the night sky, calling to all within ear shot.
Tom turned and raced around the corner out of the dark alley. The street beyond was deserted except for a handful of wrecked and abandoned cars.   He wondered if any of them were still functional. A set of keys and a running car might save his life, however on the other hand a dead car or no keys would be a death sentence.
Directly in front of Tom, blocking the sidewalk, sat a 1980s blue truck that had crashed into a furniture shop’s storefront.   Broken bricks lay scattered on its hood and the surrounding cement. The Chevy’s previous owner had decked it out with oversized tires, a lift, and chrome everywhere. The passenger side door hung wide open, with it enticing interior in full view.
Growls sounded from behind Tom.   Demented answered them from somewhere in front of Tom.
In desperate need of a vehicle, Tom sprinted directly for the gaping door, praying that there would be keys inside.   As he reached the truck he could see that there were no keys in the ignition. Tom climbed up into the truck, searching the dashboard and seat.
More angry growls sounded from behind Tom, loud...close.
Nearly at full panic Tom searched the floorboards, lit only by moonlight made it difficult. He used his hand to quickly feel all around the black rubber floor mats.   They have to be here. The demented are too dumb to take keys with them.   Tom’s gut clenched, stress nearly overtaking him.   He stopped searching when he heard footsteps on the sidewalk behind him.
Flipping over onto his back, Tom looked out the passenger door. Centered between his feet was the hideous face of an infected with dried blood caking his neck and once white t-shirt. Several more demented could be seen sprinting in his wake. The closest one was just a few paces from the truck, his teeth bared in a wicked grin.
Tom slid on his back toward the passenger side.   Using his boot, he reached out for the door handle, his toe just catching the vinyl.   The door didn’t budge as his boot slipped off the handle.   Beyond the opening the demented continued to sprint toward him. Tom’s leg trembled as he stretched further, trying to get a better hold on the handle.   He pushed upward with his leg, catching the vinyl with as much friction as possible.   The door’s hinges groaned in protest.
White T-shirt let out a loud shriek of anticipation.   He saw food right in front of him, helpless and exposed.
The demented was just a step away when Tom finally got the door to budge. It let out a loud creak but swung inwards. The door was partway closed when T-shirt pounded into it, slamming it closed and jarring Tom’s leg.   Blood and spit smeared the window as the demented gnashed his teeth and scraped at the glass.   The truck rocked as more demented pounded into the side. 
Tom slid away from the door, reeling from the infected.   He turned onto his side and twisted his head looking for the driver’s side door handle.   The chrome handle was just above his head.   He grabbed onto it, pulled the handle, and then gave the door a shove. With the door fully open he flipped to his belly and began sliding toward the opening.
With his head partway out of the driver side door he heard a sudden pounding of feet on the pavement.   Tom never had time to react. With a loud bang someone slammed into the driver door. The impact jammed the door into Tom’s head, sending shooting pain down his spine.   His vision blurred, tiny sparkles floating in and out. There was a loud growl as at least one demented continued to shove on the door from the outside.   With each push the door cracked against the top of Tom’s head. Worried he would pass out Tom slid further back into the truck, getting his head out of the way and allowing the door to close.
Tom struggled to sit up, his mind spinning.   He lay there, staring at the old AM/FM radio. Memories of going out to the cove and parking with his high school girlfriend flashed through his mind.   What was her name?   If only he could think of her name. The pounding and growling at the doors made it so difficult to concentrate.   He willed himself to a sitting position.   The dash seemed to morph, changing shape, growing darker. He tried to focus, looking over at the driver side door, wondering who was making all the noise. Someone was there, but it was nobody he recognized. He looked down at his arm and was both horrified and confused to see it covered in blood.   His vision narrowed, like a dark shrinking tunnel with his bloody hand in the center.   His fingers multiplied, extra digits filling in the gaps that normally existed between fingers. Inky blackness swirled around his hand like an evil fog.   His hand was slowly eaten by the dark, dissolving like sugar in water...and then everything went black.
******
Hank was just starting to ease the SUV out of the nearly empty parking lot when Jenny shouted, “There, what is that?”
Movement, they all saw it immediately.   The narrow alleyway in front of them was jammed with wrecked cars. Most of them had their windows broken out, red blood dotting the glass.   It was between these cars that something was moving. If it held still it would be impossible to see in the dark shadows, but the motion gave it away.
“Tom?”   Kelly asked.
Sam suddenly sat upright in her lap.   “Daddy?”   His eyes strained ahead, forehead nearly touching the windshield.
Hank eased to a stop and sat staring with the others.   “I think it’s moving away from us.”
“What if he doesn’t know which way he is going?   Drive over there.”   Kelly said.
“No.”   Philip shouted from the back. “We don’t know that’s him.”
Everyone watched in silence.   Even Zeus sat quietly in the back.   His snout was pointed right at the alley and his ears were at attention, trying to pick up anything. He let out a quick blast of air through his nostrils, not quite a bark, but enough to let everyone know that he wasn’t too sure about things.
Hank turned back and looked at Zeus.   “Is it Tom?”   He asked the dog. Zeus tilted his head to the side with a questioning look on his face.   “Not sure boy?”   Hank added.   The German Shepherd let out a low whine.
“We have to see if it’s him?   That’s why we’re not sitting back where we started.”   Kelly said while pointing a thumb over her shoulder. She was both panicked and excited at the same time. She was clearly hopeful that it was him, hope driving away fear.
The form was nearly out of sight, fading away into the darkness at the far end of the alley.   Hank sat watching the shadows, even after he could no longer see any movement. He eased out of the parking lot, turning the corner. “Let’s circle around the block.”   After saying this he stomped on the gas, accelerating down the street.   At the first side street that came up, Hank took a hard left. The tires let out a high pitched chirp as the rubber slid on the pavement.   With a roar the SUV shot forward.
Philip shouted from the back, “You’re going to get us killed. Slow down!”
Hank let out a low chuckle.   “Come on, put on your big girl panties Philip.”
Just ahead Hank could see a turn to the left that would lead to the alley. Easing off the accelerator, he looked over at Kelly.   “Tom’s gonna be alright...even if this is not him, he’s a survivor, we will find him.”   Kelly didn’t respond, just nodded her head while staring out the window and running a hand through Sam’s blonde hair.
Before they reached the corner Hank saw movement out ahead of them. An overturned car was partially blocking a side street on the right hand of the road.   Using the narrow gap that remained, multiple people were rushing out onto the main road and then turning away from the SUV. Each of them had an awkward gait, marking them as infected. Even with the strange movements they were surprisingly fast.   None of them noticed Hank and the others, instead sprinting away at high speed.
While making a left hand turn toward the alley Hank said, “They smell something.”
“We gotta get out of here.”   Philip said from the back.
The SUV sped down the side road, dodging between abandoned cars. Car doors hung open, windows were shattered, and blood stained the streets.   There were no bodies to be seen and if not for the blood it would have looked like everyone just left their cars and ran away.
Hank spotted the alley just ahead and said, “Here it is.”
The tires squeaked as Hank took the corner a little faster than he intended. The rear end of the SUV slid on the pavement and bumped up against the brick building with a jarring crunch. Their headlights bobbed wildly. Zeus let out a surprised yelp from the back. The engine issued a throaty roar as Hank stomped on the gas.
 “Woohoo!”   Sam said from his Mom’s lap.
Hank looked over at the little guy.   “That’s right buddy, were gonna catch up and find your Dad.”
The narrow alley was littered with debris.   A green dumpster was tipped over, spilling its contents across the pavement.   Papers, cardboard boxes, and shredded black garbage bags were scattered everywhere. Hank slowed the SUV and used the narrow gap between the dumpster and the brick building to squeeze through. They scraped up against the dumpster hinges making a loud screech of metal on metal.   Everyone cringed from the ear piercing noise, but they were quickly through the gap and accelerating down the alley.
A dark form appeared at the edge of their headlights, sprinting away from them. He never turned or looked back, but instead continued to race in the other direction.
“It’s him. It’s the man we saw earlier.”   Hank said.
 “Daddy?” 
“I don’t think so hun.”   Kelly said.
Hank squinted ahead and added, “Your mom’s right.”
Zeus sensed something and began barking angrily.   Hank glanced back to see what was getting him so stirred up.
“Look out!”   Kelly shouted from next to him.
Hank turned back just in time to see a bread delivery truck tipped over on its side and wedged up against a smashed minivan.   The two vehicles were blocking the entire alley.   Hank stomped on the brakes.   The tires squealed on the pavement.   The SUV came skidding to a halt, smoke rolling off the tires and up around the windows.   Zeus continued to bark ferociously.
“Somebody shut this dog up.”   Philip yelled.
Hank ignored him.   “Where did the guy go?”   He asked.
In a voice barely audible over the dog Sam said, “Through there.”   He was pointing toward the narrow gap between the upper section of the van and the delivery truck.
Hank was relieved to hear that the man was well away from them and the SUV. “We’re gonna have to go around.”   He threw the SUV in reverse and twisted around in his seat, looking over his shoulder between the seats. Zeus was there, barking out the rear window. Behind them, in the gap between the dumpster and the brick building was movement.   It was difficult to make out in the darkness. As the SUV continued to back up, their rear lights splashed on several staggering forms.   They had the slow, awkward movements of the undead. More and more of them continued to appear out of the darkness.
“Hang on everyone.”   Hank shouted while stomping on the accelerator.   The SUV roared in response.
The first thud was startling. Then they came faster, one undead after another getting plowed down by the speeding SUV.   Hank aimed for the narrow gap next to the dumpster. Just before reaching the opening one of the tires ran over an infected, jostling the SUV.   It was just enough.   The upper cab caught the metal dumpster.   There was an angry crash.   Glass shattered inward.   The SUV jerked to the side, catching the brick building with the driver side.   With the sound of thunder the vehicle slammed to a halt.   For a moment a strange quiet overtook the interior and then the hungry moans of the infected spilled in.
 



Chapter 13: The Streets
“Go, go, go!   Get us out of here.”   Philip shouted from the back.
Zeus issued a vicious growl followed by angry barking.
Hank continued to hold down on the gas pedal, but the dumpster was wedged between them and the cement building on the other side, jamming the SUV in place.
Kelly let out a scream as one of the undead pressed his hideous face up against the passenger window and began beating at the glass with a fist and a bloody stump where his hand used to be.
Sam began crying.   Unable to deal with the chaos he turned away from the window and buried his face in his mom’s chest.
Hank grabbed the gear shift and jammed it into drive.   He punched the gas.   The SUV lurched forward a few inches, its driver side fender scraping on the brick building.   Hank cursed loudly while continuing to hammer down on the accelerator, hoping he could will the vehicle forward.   The tires billowed smoke as they spun on the pavement, unable to get enough grip to overcome their predicament.
The already cracked back window suddenly exploded inward. One of the undead’s arms reached in, trying to get a hold of anyone inside.   Zeus lunged forward, chomping down on the exposed flesh. With an angry growl he began tugging and shaking his head viciously trying to tear away the arm.
Hank threw the SUV back into reverse and hit the gas again. The tires gripped the pavement, shooting them back a few inches. With a screech of metal on metal they caught on the dumpster.   Back in drive, he hit the gas again.   The tires spun, failing to make the SUV budge at all.
 “Ahhhh!   Come on!”   Hank said while slamming his hands down on the steering wheel.   “We’re jammed up.”   He turned and looked back at the others.   Jenny and Philip sat wide eyed, staring into space. Zeus was continuing to rip at the arms of one of the undead. This was going to get way worse the longer they sat.   “Grab guns, we gotta roll.”   He shouted.   Nobody moved. “We’re gonna die, grab guns everyone.” 
This seemed to catch their attention.   Both Philip and Jenny began looking around their feet for the guns they had stored there.   Kelly flipped open the glove box and grabbed the compact pistol she had placed there earlier. With everyone finally in motion, Hank reached between the seats and grabbed his revolver. His rifles were in the back with Zeus. He had to hope that Philip or Jenny would grab whatever they could.
“Cover your ears.”   Hank said while raising his pistol.   Once both Kelly and Sam had their hands on their ears he pulled the trigger, punching a hole through the passenger window.   The round slammed into the undead’s face, catching him right below the eye.   The boom was deafening in the enclosed space, making everything else sound muffled, distant.
Philip opened his door in the back and began climbing out. He held a pistol by his side.   Next to him, Jenny was turned toward the back, either grabbing gear or trying to get the dog to come along.
Ears still ringing, Hank could barely hear the dog growling as he continued to struggle with the undead.   He turned to try his door, but immediately saw that it was much too close to the brick building and would never open far enough to squeeze out.   Turning back, he saw Kelly opening her door and packing Sam out through the opening.   There was movement in the darkness beyond.
Pop...Pop...Pop...
Philip’s gun flashed in the night with each shot.
Hank crawled across the seats, following Kelly out the door. The air was filled with the groans of the undead. Their moans of hunger were coming from all directions, thankfully most of them were trapped on the other side of the dumpster.   Hank raised his pistol, scanning the darkness for threats. Lying on the ground a few feet away were a pair of bodies. Both gunned down by Philip, neither of them moving.   Several undead were shuffling out of the darkness ahead of the SUV.
Kelly lowered Sam down to his feet.   “Stay by me.”   He was a trooper, never crying or asking back up, instead just tucking in close to her side. She began to raise her pistol but Hank beat her to it.
Boom...boom...his revolver thundered, dropping the nearest two undead.   More vague shapes could be seen farther back in the darkness. They were not yet a threat and Hank decided to save his ammo for now.   From behind him he could hear Philip’s pistol continue to fire away at whatever was behind them.
Hank jumped when Jenny touched him on the shoulder and shouted, “Rifle, take a rifle.”
He spun to the side and saw she was holding one of the AR15s out. He quickly stuffed the revolver in his holster and took the rifle from her.   The solid weight of the stout rifle felt good, comforting in the chaos. Knowing it was already charged, he flicked off the safety and clicked on the red-dot scope.
Jenny held her AR15 up to her shoulder and fired several rapid shots at the oncoming infected.   Hank was impressed to see every shot make contact, dropping an infected with each round.
“Good shooting!   People, we gotta move.   This noise is going to draw the whole city down on top of us.”   Hank shouted. 
“I told you guys...I told you guys this was stupid.”   Philip shouted.   “We’re going to die on these streets.”
Kelly shouted back, spit flying in anger, “Shut up Philip. We don’t want to hear it.”
Hank held his rifle tight to his shoulder and began moving forward, leading the group down the alley using the SUVs headlights to guide them. Their bodies cast long, creepy shadows that extended along the pavement and beyond the fading glow.   Little Sam’s shadow was the only one that looked human size.
Hank glanced back and said, “Keep an eye behind us Philip.”   His voice was nearly drowned out by the shrieks and howls of the infected in streets surrounding them.   The noises were coming from everywhere and it sounded like thousands of them. Hank hoped it was just the way sound bounced off all the concrete and pavement.   Deep down he knew that wasn’t the case.
From somewhere ahead, beyond the faint glow cast by the headlights, rose the slap of feet on pavement...lots of feet.   Philip began firing rapidly into the darkness, panic taking over. The bullets whizzed past Hank’s head, causing him to duck to the side.
“Stop firing.”   Hank yelled.
Philip continued to send lead until his pistol ran dry.   Even then, he stood there pulling the trigger for several seconds, trying desperately to get it to keep shooting.
Hank looked to the buildings.   The cement structure’s bare flat wall continued on into the darkness out of sight.   The brick building looked more promising with a dark recess just a dozen feet ahead. “Quick, over here.”   He said while racing along the wall.
He found what he had hoped for.   In the shadows stood a large, bare metal door, the paint scratched in a variety of names and cuss words.   A large stainless steel handle with a dark keyhole above it stared back at him, daring him to test if it was locked or not. Hank reached for it, knowing they were doomed if they stayed in the alley.   Luck was on his side, the door swung outward with a groan from the aged hinges. The smell of dust and decay washed over the group. The pitch black opening stared back at them like a portal into the deepest reaches of space.
The sounds of the oncoming demented echoed loudly in the narrow alley. Needing no further incentive, Hank held the door open and said, “Get in.”   This was plenty of encouragement for the group and they quickly raced into the darkness without hesitation.   Zeus’s furry form was the last to rush through the doorway.
Hank raced in after them, pulling the door closed behind him. He looked down for a way to secure the door, but the interior of the building was pitch black. Panic welled up inside of him. Telling himself to focus on a single task at a time, he began feeling along the door.   He kept his eyes closed, using his fingers and mind to map out the shape.   His fingers felt the round tube of steel that marked a crash bar. He continued along it in both directions, but found no locking mechanism.   He began feeling along the side opposite the hinges, hoping there would be a deadbolt.   Before he made it very far there was a loud scream from somewhere behind him. He had been focusing so intently on the door that he lost track of what happened to the others.   “Where are...”   He started to say while spinning away from the door.
Unable to finish his question, gunfire erupted from inside the building, cutting him off. The loud shots rang out, echoing in the large space.   With each shot a brilliant flash of light lit up what appeared to be an immense warehouse.   Giant machinery stood on the cement in rows like sleeping industrial behemoths.
Zeus began barking wildly.
The gunfire revealed shadowed human forms a couple dozen yards off. With each flash it was clear there were more people in the warehouse than Hank’s group.   It was like watching a horror film where you only got to see one frame every second.
Another gun joined the fight, smaller, likely Philip’s pistol.
The thought of returning to the alley flashed through Hank’s mind. It was quickly wiped away when something slammed into the outside of the door, causing it to bang and shake. Between shots Hank could hear angry growls from the other side of the door.   It continued to rattle on its hinges and he knew it was only a matter of time before they figured out how to get the handle released.
Knowing escape back through the alley was no longer an option, Hank raised his rifle and raced toward the others. The constant bright flashes ahead were very disorienting. His eyes were unable to adjust to the either the dark or the light.   With each gun flash he tried to lock in on who was who.
He was just about to the others when he either sensed or heard something to his side. There was only enough time to turn slightly, putting his rifle between himself and his attacker. The demented came rushing at him from the side.   Whether he had waited patiently in the darkness or had finally got in on the fight, the demented had perfectly ambushed Hank.   The attacker slammed into Hank, ramming his rifle up into his chin. Pain shot through Hank’s jaw. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.
The demented’s massive frame knocked Hank from his feet, both of them crashing to the cement floor.   The air was driven from Hank’s lungs.   He tried to gasp for more, but couldn’t seem to get his lungs to work correctly. The demented showed no mercy, ripping at his neck and face. Using his rifle as a makeshift shield, Hank tried to push the giant man away.   The effort was useless; Hank lacked the strength and leverage to even budge his attacker.
The gunfire had died off, replaced by angered grunts and growls. Without their bright flashes the entire warehouse was shrouded in inky blackness.   Unable to see the others Hank hoped they had survived the attack. Continued sounds of a struggle indicated otherwise.
Something issued a low growl to Hank’s side.   He stood little chance as it was and another demented would surely mean his demise.   The angry growl rapidly grew louder as the second demented rushed his way. Using one last surge of energy, Hank shoved and twisted as hard as he could.   It was barely enough to get one shoulder off the cold cement.   It was over.
The growl came in right next to his face.   The thick fur of Zeus brushed up against his exposed flesh. Blood splattered down on top of Hank as Zeus ripped into the demented.   If Hank could move he would hug the dog.   The demented let out a gurgling gasp and went still.   Zeus continued to rip at his neck, unwilling to call the fight over. Hank twisted and slid out from underneath the bloody mess.
He scooped up his bloody AR15 and looked around.   It was like staring out the window on a moonless night, only deep impenetrable black.   There was no movement. There were no vague shapes. There was nothing, just pure black. He would do anything for a flashlight about now. Resorting to his sense of hearing, Hank narrowed out Zeus tearing at the demented at his feet.   Across several paces of open space he could hear shuffling noises, but nothing else.
Terrified to attract more demented, but knowing he had no other choice, Hank timidly said, “Anyone there?”
Zeus heard his voice and immediately stopped devouring the demented. The shuffling noise continued. Hank could now hear the continual banging at the alley door. It was persistent, but he was relieved that they had not yet gained entry.
Hank whispered into the darkness again, a little louder this time. “Guys?   Anyone?” 
“I’m here.”   Whispered a soft voice.
“Kelly?”
“Yeah, Sam and I are here.”
“I’ll come to you.   Keep talking.”
Her voice was quiet, scared, but she kept talking.   “I don’t know what happened to the others. They came out of nowhere.”   After this she hesitated for a bit.   “One of them hit Jenny first...I think it got her.”   Her voice was getting more and more shaky as she spoke.   “Then they just kept coming, rushing at us from the darkness.   I could only hear them.   I started firing at the noise and my flash gave them away. Philip started shooting...not sure what happened to...”
Her last sentence was cut short when Hank reached out and touched her on the arm. “I’m here.”    He felt Sam’s little hand grasp his pant leg. Kelly’s hand found Hank’s arm.    All of them were relieved to feel the touch of another human.
A loud clang of a metal object falling to the floor echoed through the large space.   It came from somewhere further back into the building.
Sam’s grasp tightened on Hank’s leg.   “What was that?”   He whispered in a trembling voice.
Before anyone could respond gunfire erupted.   The sharp pops sounded like Philip’s pistol. The bright flashes emanated from a set of office windows just beyond the last row of machinery. Just as fast as they came, they disappeared, the rattle of the alley door the only sound that remained.
“We have to get out of here.”   Hank said.   “Hang on to me, let’s get out together.”
With both Kelly and Sam grabbing onto his clothes, Hank began shuffling to the side of the warehouse, avoiding both the alley door and the back offices. He hoped there would be an exit along the outer wall. Zeus padded softly next to them, sniffing at the darkness.
It took several minutes to reach the far wall.   Without the bright flashes from gunfire, Hank’s eyes finally began to adjust to the darkness, allowing him to see vague shapes. Steel siding was mounted to large I-beams, marking the warehouse’s outer wall.   Hank rested one hand on the slick metal and began walking the wall, using touch as his guide.
They had moved a few dozen yards along the wall when the pounding at the alley door suddenly stopped.   It was immediately replaced by shrieks, growls, and the sound of pounding feet. They were inside.
Working to quell his rising panic, Hank continued along the wall. He resisted the urge to begin sprinting away from the noise. Both Kelly and Sam tugged at his clothes, panic surging through them as well.
“We’re okay.”   Hank whispered. “Hang in there.”
The warehouse was filled with the sounds of the demented. Their angry growls echoed throughout the open space, making it sound as if they were everywhere.
Before finding an exit door, Hank’s outstretched hand felt a textured interior wall that signified they had reached the back of the warehouse. On the other side of the sheetrock would be office spaces. He now had a decision to make; they could head back the way they came and hope to find a door or they could move along the interior wall in hopes of finding an exit through the office rooms. It sounded like dozens of demented had already streamed in from the alley, and surely more were pouring in.   They would spread out like a stream hitting flat land.
With his mind made up, Hank continued leading Kelly and Sam along the interior wall, feeling for an opening.   He thought about shouting for Philip, but quickly dismissed the idea, knowing it would draw infected to them.   The textured wall felt like orange peel, its contact offering little comfort. There was some relief when his hand felt the jagged edge of a door jam.   The three of them rounded the corner.   At the far end of a narrow hallway they could see the meager light of the moon spilling in through a slim window mounted in an exit door. With Zeus leading the way, they made for the door. They were partway down the hall when they heard the distinctive ring of gunfire.   They were rapid, panicked shots.   Hank counted maybe six or seven before the screams came. Horrific screams.   They had found Philip.
Hank could feel Sam’s hand squeeze his leg and the little guy started to slow. “Keep moving, let’s get out of here.”   Hank said while reaching back and grabbing Sam’s arm.
After pounding into the crash bar and bursting out onto the sidewalk in front of the building, they sucked in the cool night air.   Moonlight cast a silver glow across the street and car hoods. It was a welcome sight after the inky blackness. The door closed behind them, blocking out the sounds of the demented.   They would have to keep moving, it wouldn’t be long before infected were spilling out onto the sidewalk as well.
Hank angled them across the street away from the alley they had crashed the SUV in. The sidewalk was lined with small storefronts, their black interiors hiding whatever contents remained.
“Should we hide out in one of those?”   Kelly asked while looking at a clothing store with one of its windows shattered out.
Hank had wondered this himself.   Should they hunker down in the back of some random building and wait for things to calm down?   Once the immediate chase was over and there were no prey in sight the demented would go into a much more subdued state. On the other hand, Hank really hated to get pinned inside a building with possibly no way out.   “Let’s get a ways away and see what we can find.”   With no disagreement from Kelly he continued racing along the sidewalk.   The street ahead was currently barren.   Zeus followed a few paces back, sniffing at the air, and constantly glancing back at the brick building’s door.
As they came up to the end of the block Hank slowed, easing up to the corner. He leaned around the corner peering down the street. There was movement far down the street. Hank continued to watch and decided whatever was moving was headed in the other direction. After taking one last look behind them, Hank made his way around the corner, staying tight to the cinderblock wall.
The eerie silence was broken when the door they had exited the warehouse through burst open, slamming up against the brick wall.   Angered growls immediately followed.
Hank was relieved the three of them had turned the corner, out of sight. He also knew the demented would be fanning out in their hunt for prey.   Still leading the way, Hank picked up the pace and whispered, “Hustle, let’s get to the next corner.”
Zeus sensed their haste and rushed out ahead of them with his head low to the ground, rapidly sniffing at the cement.
They were nearing the end of the block when Sam let out a sharp gasp. Hank and Kelly both slowed and looked down at him. Following his gaze they saw several infected staggering a down the middle of the street across from them. There were three of them just moving out of the long shadow of a corner diner.   One of them, a young girl wearing tight jeans and a pink shirt, staggered along, staring absently at the ground.   The other two wore shredded business suits and both were looking directly at Hank.   Zeus came to a stop, spinning toward the infected.   He issued a low growl.
One of the suits looked skyward and screamed out a loud huff.    Pink immediately perked up to the noise.   Suit #2 was already in motion.   Head lowered, he was sprinting directly at them.   Pink followed in his wake, her movements awkward and slow.
Hank quickly dropped to a knee and pulled his rifle up to his shoulder, peering down the iron sights.   Kelly and Sam stood next to him, frozen in place.   Realizing gunfire would only draw more infected, Hank abruptly stood back up and turned toward Kelly.   “We have to run.”
Suit #2 was already in the middle of the intersection, continuing his charge. Zeus let out a loud bark, tensed, and then raced toward the man, issuing angry growls.   Hank watched only briefly before deciding this was their chance. He hated to leave the dog, but knew this might be their only hope.   He grabbed Kelly by the arm to get her moving and then the three of them sprinted down the side road away from the intersection. The vicious collision between Zeus and Suit #2 could be heard as they raced away.   It was a terrifying mix of grunts, growls, and shrieks.
Before making it around the corner, Hank saw more demented out of the corner of his eye. It was the group that chased them through the warehouse.   Suit #1’s loud huffs had tipped them off.    His bark like noises would carry a long ways in the quiet of a dead city at night.
The sharp yelp of a pained dog sounded from the intersection.    Hank winced at the noise, but kept moving. Kelly and Sam ran next to him. Sam’s little legs churned as fast as possible, but they didn’t cover much ground and he was beginning to fade back. Kelly scooped him up, throwing him on her hip. They would be slow together, but faster than the little guy could do on his own.
“I’ll cover us.”   Hank said.
Kelly responded, “I can’t keep going like this.”   Her words were strained between labored breaths.
The street was lined with two story brick buildings.   Most were storefronts, various mom and pop shops.   Beyond these, at the far end of the street, was another wide intersection. There was a massive pileup of cars, taking up the entire street.   Hank watched in horror as movement amongst the cars turned into infected climbing over and around them in pursuit of the huffing noise.
Sam let out a sharp scream.
Kelly shouted, “More!”
Hank eyed the building closest to them.   “Over there.”   Hank said while pointing to a dry cleaning shop with a dusty white sign out front that read, “Drop and Clean.”   It was one of the few stores that still had all of its windows intact. The others appeared to have been ransacked, likely looted or worse.
The infected had cleared the piled up cars and were just entering the end of the street when Kelly flung open the dry cleaner’s door.   Hank glanced behind them while Kelly and Sam were shuffling through the opening. Pink and one of the Business Suits were racing their way.   Hank could see Zeus’s furry form behind them, lying in the center of the intersection.   More demented were just rounding the corner.
Hank raced through the open door.   There was a large counter with clothes hung along a rod behind it. They still had tags with red numbers on them, left for customers that would never show.   Kelly stood holding Sam in front of the counter. She spun around, panic on her face. 
   “Now where?”   She said.
Hank surveyed the room and noticed a narrow door on the other side of the counter. It had an “Employees Only” tag on the front. Rushing across the small room, Hank flipped open a breakaway portion of the counter to gain easy access to the door.   “This way, let’s go.”
Hank flung open the flimsy door and charged through the opening, oblivious to any potential dangers.   The narrow hallway extended into the darkness.
“Close the door and lock it if you can.”    Hank shouted.
Kelly slammed the door closed, blanketing them in inky blackness. The handle rattled as she searched blindly for a way to lock it.   Hank tried to blink into the darkness, hoping to see something, but there wasn’t a sliver of light coming from anywhere.   He sniffed at the air.   The air smelled stale and dusty, without a trace of the decay, rot, and death smells he had learned to fear.
“It’s locked.”   Kelly said.
Hank sighed. “Good work. Let’s see if we can...”
Before he could finish, the sound of shattering glass broke the silence. It came from the front of the store and was quickly followed by the pounding of feet, and angered growls. Several of them began grunting. They were low, quick grunts, almost rhythmic. Hank swore it sounded like they were communicating with one another.   The demented filled the front of the store, searching.
With a quivering voice Sam said, “I’m scared.”
He got the words out before anyone could stop him and the reaction by the demented was instantaneous.   Several loud shrieks sounded from the storefront.   Kelly had barely backed away from the door when an infected pounded into the other side.   The sound of splintering wood made it clear that the door was not going to hold up for long. Another loud bang as the door continued to take a beating.   Sam issued a terrified scream. 
Hank could not see a thing, but instinctively reached out toward Sam, using his scream to locate him.   Finding his shoulder, Hank pulled him in close and lifted him up onto his hip while continuing to hold his AR15 in the other hand.   He turned and headed for the back of the building.
There was another loud boom on the door and the sound of cracking wood.
Hank rubbed his forearm against the wall to help guide him. Several paces later the wall disappeared, signaling that they had found a room.   He came to a stop and Kelly slammed into his back. Hank lowered Sam down to the ground and said, “Take him and feel along the wall until you find an exit.   I’m going to buy some time.”   He stepped out of Kelly’s way.   She brushed past him and scooped up Sam.
Another loud boom echoed down the hall, followed by an excited growl as the door gave way.
Hank pulled his rifle up to his shoulder and began firing blindly toward the front. The roar of the AR was deafening in the enclosed space.   With each shot there was a brief flash of light, revealing the angered faces of multiple demented trying to squeeze through the narrow doorway.   Showing no mercy, Hank continued to squeeze the trigger, sending round after round into the infected.
Between shots Kelly yelled, “Found some stairs...directly...room.”   Parts of the sentence were drowned out by the gunfire.
“Go!”   Hank yelled while continuing to fire into the swarming mass.   A few shots later the weapon ran dry.   He was ready for it and in one fluid motion hit the mag release and turned to follow Kelly.   While moving through the darkness he pulled a fresh magazine from his chest pocket and slammed it into the rifle’s mag well.   He never heard where Kelly found the stairs, but new they must be across the room somewhere.   Running blindly, he cursed in anger when he caught the corner of a table with his thigh. The impact spun him sideways, nearly causing him to fall to the floor.
Demented continued to spill through the doorway, racing down the hallway toward Hank. Their hungry growls were terrifying in the pitch black confines of the small building.
Hank heard Kelly’s voice shouting “this way” from the top of the stairs. It was just enough to give him the direction of the stairs. He kept a hand out in front of him to avoid other obstacles while rushing across the room toward Kelly’s voice. His outstretched hand felt the wall and it only took him a moment to find the opening that led to the stairs. He had just made the first step when he heard demented crashing into the room behind him. Spurred on, Hank took the stairs three at a time, rushing up them as fast as possible.
Kelly shouted, “Over here!” just as he reached the top of the stairs.
Hank turned toward Kelly’s voice and saw her silhouetted form in a doorway at the end of a short hall.   Moonlight spilled in a large window behind her.   Hank sprinted down the hall and into the room with Kelly and Sam. He slammed the door closed and surveyed the room they were in.   It was a small office with a desk in the middle and file cabinets along one wall.
“Help me with the desk.”   Hank said.
The two of them slid the heavy desk across the floor and up against the door.
“Won’t hold them forever, but at least we can breathe.”   Hank said.
Sam stood there, staring at the wall.   Panic, exhaustion, fear, and who knows what else had taken their toll on the little guy.   He had been a trooper through everything, and it was amazing it had taken this long for him to get to this state.   Hank couldn’t worry about him right now.
Kelly rushed over to the window, peering at the street below.   Deflated by what she saw, she said, “They’re everywhere.”
Hank looked out as well and when he saw the street swarming with infected he said, “I think we woke the whole city.”
 



Chapter 14: Desolation
It only took a few minutes for the demented to make their way up the stairs. From there they spread out like flowing water, eventually reaching the door Hank, Kelly, and Sam hid behind. That is when the pounding began...incessant, unrelenting, and terribly annoying pounding.   The thick office door was holding up, the heavy desk barely budging. Hank and Kelly had time, but needed more than that.
Sam sat in the middle of the room with his hands covering his ears. “Make it stop Mommy.”
“I know Hun. We just need to get out of here.”   Kelly said while still watching out the window.
Hank was circling the room looking up at the ceiling.   After having walked all the way around the room multiple times he stopped by the desk, deep in thought staring at the ceiling. He climbed up on top of the desk and reached up for one of the panels that made up the false, drop ceiling.   Sliding the panel out of the way, he looked up at a pair of aged iron pipes running horizontally a few feet above his head. Hank stood up tall with his head in the open space.
 “Anything?”   Kelly asked from below.
“I can’t see a thing.”   Hank responded. “Check the desk drawers for a flashlight.”
Kelly began pulling out drawers and rifling through their contents. Hank was down on his knees leaning over the desk to see the contents.   Kelly dug rapidly through drawer after drawer, finding them filled only with paperwork. She reached one of the large side drawers and found it scattered with miscellaneous junk.   She quickly started digging through the items.
“There.”   Hank said excitedly. “What was that?”
Kelly went back to the items she was just digging through and found the small blue keychain item Hank had pointed at.   “This?”   She asked while holding it up.
“Yeah, squeeze it.   It’s one of those LED thingamajigs.”
Kelly pinched it between her pointer finger and thumb.   A faint light shot out of one corner of the keychain. The meager light barely reached the ceiling above. Kelly started laughing.
Hank understood the release of pent up stress and normally would have joined in and made some wisecrack.   Instead, with the pounding of demented directly behind him, he took the light out of her grasp. “It’s going to have to do.”   Hank stood back up and used the light to peer into the space between the drop ceiling and the real wood ceiling above.
He did not see what he was hoping for.   He wasn’t really sure what he was hoping for, but this was not it. The space was mostly empty. There were some pipes running just above the false ceiling and some cabling strung in snaking coils across the tiles. Hank’s light followed the four large pipes. After about a dozen feet the pipes took a ninety degree turn toward the side wall and then disappeared through a dark opening.
Hank ducked back down, hunching over the desk, and said, “There’s an opening above the wall there.   He pointed the light at the wall and gave it a little flick.   “It’s big enough we can squeeze through.”
Kelly looked at the wall and then up at the ceiling as if she could see the hole above. “Where does it go?”
“That’s the million dollar question now isn’t it. ”
They both turned toward the door when the pounding suddenly got louder and much more agitated. The wooden door jamb was beginning to crack and split away from the drywall.   Hank remained on the desk, his weight helping hold it in place. He felt the desk shutter with each pound on the door.
“It’s got to be better than in here.”
Kelly simply nodded in agreement.   She feared going into the unknown, but also knew that they could not stay where they were much longer.   She looked around the room, noticing that the faint moonlight was being replaced by the warm glow of pre-dawn.   Not much longer and the sun would be up.   Sam stood next to her.   He looked down at his feet while holding on to her pant leg.
Hank hopped off the desk and moved over to the filing cabinets that stood up against the wall below the opening he had seen.   He pulled one of the drawers partway out and used it like a ladder to climb on top.   From there he was able to reach above and slide one of the ceiling tiles out of place.
“The desk is moving.”   Kelly shouted.
Hank looked down to see that the door jamb had splintered and broke loose from the wall. Each time the demented pounded into the door it caused the desk to slide a fraction of an inch. The widening gap excited them even more, increasing the pace they slammed into the door.   Kelly turned and placed her hands on the desk, leaning against it in an attempt to slow their onslaught.
Hank shouted from the top of the file cabinet, “Sam, come here.”   He held his hands down, reaching for Sam. After pulling the little guy up beside him he said, “I’m sending Sam up...leave the desk.”
“But they’ll get in.”
“Their getting in no matter what, we have to get out.”   Hank looked over at Sam standing next to him. “Okay Buddy, I’m going to lift you up on those pipes. Crawl through the opening and we will be right behind you.”   He could see that Sam was scared so he added, “Like a fortress where we will be safe.”   Sam nodded and let Hank lift him up through the opening. Despite the dark, he began crawling along the pipes through the opening.
Hank looked over at Kelly.   She still pushed on the desk, struggling to keep it from sliding.   “Now! We have to move.” 
Kelly didn’t hesitate.   She let go of the desk and raced over to Hank and the file cabinets.   Behind her the desk began to slide across the wooden floor, making a loud scraping noise that could be heard over the angry growls of the demented. Hank grabbed one of her outstretched arms and helped pull her on top of the cabinet beside him.   No sooner had she made the cabinet than the desk slid rapidly across the floor allowing a stream of demented to begin pouring through the opening. Their growls filled the small room.
“Go, go, go!   Hank shouted as he lifted Kelly through the open ceiling tile. He debated unslinging his rifle and firing into the oncoming horde, but knew it would never be enough. Instead he grabbed one of the pipes and used it to pull himself up through the opening.   He was just pulling his legs up through when the first of the demented slammed into the file cabinet.   The four large pipes were spaced out enough that they provided a fairly wide platform to crawl along.   Hank turned and followed Kelly through the dark opening. He could hear her urging Sam on.
Once he was through the opening Hank understood why she had to encourage Sam to keep moving – it was pitch black and demented could be heard below them. There was another drop ceiling acting as a barrier, but if any of them fell from the pipes they would crash right through the thin tiles. Hank reached into his pocket and pulled out the keychain light.   Squeezing it provided faint light, but enough to see in the small space. “Take this.”   He said to Kelly.
She took the light and used it to peer ahead of them.   The pipes continued straight ahead and disappeared into the darkness of another gap in the wall.   Sam was frozen a few feet in front of her. His soft crying could just be heard over the sounds of the demented behind and below.
Hank glanced back and was horrified to see hands reaching up through the opening they had climbed through.   There were enough demented that they were beginning to use one another like a ladder, swarming their way up the file cabinet.   Looking back toward Sam, Hank said, “Give him the light. We gotta move.”
The demented below heard his voice and began growling angrily.
With the light in hand Sam felt much more comfortable and began moving forward. He easily fit through the opening that led to the overhead of the next room.   Kelly followed after, barely squeezing through the tight opening. Hank hesitated. The roar of the demented had grown in volume. He turned to see a couple of them just clearing the false ceiling.
Hank unslung his rifle and shouted to Kelly over his shoulder, “Keep moving...see if you can find a way out of this death trap. I’m going to hold’em off for a bit.”
Kelly said, “Don’t stay long.”
The demented were just beginning to crawl through the wall opening toward Hank. More were climbing their way up onto the pipes. Hank charged his rifle, sighted through the iron sights, and squeezed the trigger. The rifle’s blast roared in the small space. The muzzle flashed, lighting the crawlspace for an instant.   The bullet caught the demented in the shoulder, spinning him sideways, and causing him to topple off the pipes, crashing through the ceiling tiles. His body disappeared out of view. The new opening allowed light to spill in from below. Another demented was crawling along the pipes through the gap in the wall.   Hank squeezed the trigger again, dropping the infected to the room below. More demented trailed behind, working their way toward Hank.
The pipes began to groan under the weight and stress of all the demented. Hank began to shuffle backwards while continuing to fire through the gap in the wall.   Bodies toppled from the pipes, but were immediately replaced by others. The demented in the room below were in a frenzy knowing prey was just above them. Hank began rapidly pulling the trigger, throwing as much lead as he could, planning to bug out as soon as his magazine ran dry.
It only took a few seconds and he was out.   He awkwardly slung the rifle back over his shoulder and spun around, disappearing into the darkness.   He immediately regretted not having a flashlight.   The inky black was disorienting.   Using his hands, Hank was able to feel along the pipes to keep moving forward. He felt the need to rush, and the sounds of the demented behind him did not help calm his nerves one bit. Squinting into the darkness ahead, Hank could just make out a faint light flashing.   Knowing Sam’s was straight ahead, he began crawling along as fast as he could.
The pipes began to creak loudly.   There was a loud tang as one of the cable supports snapped off somewhere behind Hank.   This was all the warning Hank had before the pipes broke and the remaining cable supports tore loose from their ceiling mounts. Hank was just reaching a wall opening that the pipes went through.   The pipes in front of Hank caught on the top of the wall, while the pipes behind Hank crashed through the ceiling to the room below.   They remained at a steep angle, dumping demented to the floor. Hank clung to the sides of the pipe, struggling to keep from falling into the horde.
******
Kelly both heard and felt the pipes break loose behind her. She was just lifting Sam up through a roof access that they had found.   Morning light spilled in through the two foot by two foot opening.
Sam noticed the change as well and said, “What was that?”
“I think the pipes broke.   Keep going, get on the roof.”
“What about Hank?”   Sam choked out, clearly not liking the idea of leaving Hank behind.
“Get on the roof.   I’ll go back and see if he needs help.”   Kelly said. Before she even finished Kelly wondered if she could really go back.   Not only that, but leave Sam on the roof by himself. She had to at least check on him. She told herself that she would come right back if anything looked iffy.
Sam was on the roof, looking back down at her through the opening. He held out the flashlight toward Kelly. “Take this Mommy.”   He was clearly scared, but also glad to not be leaving Hank by himself.
She hesitated for a bit, and then took the flashlight.   Looking into his sweet eyes, she debated whether she was making the right decision.   How can I leave Sam alone?   I’ll only be a few seconds.   He gave her a quick nod, gesturing a “go ahead Mom, it’s okay.”    With that she turned back into the darkness and began following the pipes.
She did not have to go far to see that Hank was in trouble. Her flashlight cut through the gap in the wall and revealed that the pipes did not continue straight into the distance, but instead bent down into the room below.   This confused her for a bit.   She knew the pipes extended flat out into the room, because she had just traversed across them.   It was only after several seconds of staring into the opening that she realized what had happened.
Losing Hank like this hit her hard.   A huge weight filled her stomach.   Tears instantly welled up in her eyes, like an uncontrollable flood. She hadn’t thought she had tears left after everything she had been through and seen, but here they were, in the dark crawlspace of some decrepit building.   Remembering Sam, she began to shuffle around in the tight space to get turned around.
It was then that she heard it.   There were grunts and growls of the demented below, but this stood out. It was the sound of human exertion. The sound of survival rather than the sound of destruction and hate. 
 “Hank?   Is that you?”   She whispered hesitantly into the dark.   Worried that if she said it too loud it would push away the sound, drowned it out, making hope disappear. She could still hear it, but got no response.   A little louder she said, “Hank, you there?”
A gravelly voice responded, “I’m here.”
Kelly’s heart pounded in her chest.   She spun back around and rushed across the pipes through the gap. Shining her flashlight over the edge she saw a nightmare.   Hank was desperately gripping to the pipes with his legs tucked up as far as possible. Directly below him were dozens of demented climbing over one another trying to get at his feet.   Several were just high enough to claw at his shoes and scrape at his exposed flesh.
Hank looked up at her, eyes filled with fear and panic.   This was not how anyone would want to go out.   He screamed out in agony as one of demented gouged out a huge chunk of flesh from one of his calves.   He tried to say something to Kelly, but couldn’t get the words out.
She reached over the edge, grabbing Hank’s forearms.   Struggling, she tried to help him up the slick pipes.
“Go, just...”   Hank whispered between gritted teeth. A grimace of pain stopped him from finishing his sentence.
Kelly continued to pull at his arms.   She dropped the flashlight while trying to get a better grip on Hank’s arms.   Seemingly in slow motion the light spun and flipped its way down into the swarm below. She could no longer see Hank’s face but heard him when he spoke.
“Go, get out of here with Sam.”   Then he let go.   Simply let go of the pipes and allowed the horde to pull him down.
Kelly tried to hang onto his arms, but Hank’s weight was too much and he slipped out of her grasp.   She couldn’t believe it. She sat there, hunched over, nearly in shock. He didn’t make a noise, just disappeared into the darkness.   The demented ripped into him, issuing viscous growls. Kelly hesitated for a moment, but the vision of Sam alone on the roof flashed through her mind.   Knowing Hank was gone and no amount of crying was going to bring him back.
Using the pipes to guide her, Kelly made her way back to the roof access. She almost broke down when she looked up and saw Sam’s precious face staring down at her, his face glowing in the warm dawn sunshine. He knew the instant she showed up. Tears welled up in both of his eyes and his lip began quivering.   Embarrassed, he turned away, making room for Kelly to climb up on the roof with him. 
On the roof she enveloped Sam in a tight hug.   “I’m sorry Baby.”
Surprisingly he did not cry for long, pushing away after a moment. “We have to go Mommy.   They will get us.”
It saddened her greatly that Sam was growing up faster than any boy should, but he was right, they had to keep moving.   She glanced around the open rooftop, looking for the best way off. The roof was surrounded by a two foot stone wall with a wide cement cap.   On one side of the building a pair of metal rails with cross rungs bent up and over the wall.   It had to be a ladder that made its way to the ground below.
“Over there, let’s get to the ladder.”
The two of them rushed across the roof.   The wrought-iron ladder made its way down the side of the building to the back alley.   There was no movement in the street below, so she climbed over the wall and began down the ladder. Once her head sunk to the height of the wall she motioned for Sam to follow.   As she moved down she helped Sam get over the wall, making sure his feet found the narrow rungs.   The two of them rapidly made their way down to the pavement below.
The alley was littered with trash, but there were no infected within sight.   Several yards away was an overturned dumpster, its contents spilling out onto the asphalt.   Just beyond was a street leading away from the dry cleaners.   All Kelly could think about was getting away from this place. She grabbed Sam’s hand and said, “This way Honey.”
They made it partway down the alley before gunshots rang out. The loud bangs were coming from somewhere inside the dry cleaners. Hank?
   Can’t be. 
“Is that Hank?”   Sam asked.
Kelly didn’t know what to say.   I saw him die...or did I?   It was dark, but there was no way he could have made it. “I don’t think so Honey...we need to keep moving.”   As shots continued to ring out she questioned this decision, but knew she could never help whoever it was anyways. Growls coming from somewhere behind her were a reminder that they had to keep moving.
With Sam right beside her they made the corner onto the next street. A crooked green sign marked it as West Graves Road. She tried not to think about that too much. The road was littered with cars. Most were jammed into each other. There was movement at the far end of the street beyond the large pileup.
Wanting far away from the dry cleaners, she looked down at Sam and said, “Let’s get through these cars and find a way out of the city.”
“What about Daddy?”
Kelly had been thinking about Tom as well.   He was still alive; she knew it...or was that what everyone thought until the bad news was proven true.   Am I just in denial?   She had known Tom for a long time and it would take a lot to bring him down.   He had always been a fighter.
She was just reaching back to help Sam climb up on a Civic’s hood when she heard something.   The sky above Kelly was clear and blue.   She looked further down the street and from her elevated vantage point she could see a small horde of infected surrounding a truck a few blocks away. The noise grew louder and it was clear it was not coming from the infected.   They must have heard it as well.   The entire group suddenly became very agitated, shaking, pounding into the truck, and some of them shifting around in the street, staring at the sky.
Whump...whump...whump...
Chopper, the sound was clear now.   It was difficult to tell in which direction it was. All the buildings caused the sound to echo and bounce all around.   Kelly pulled Sam the rest of the way on top of the hood and then stood staring at the sky. Even though they had no luck getting help from the pilots before, Kelly knew she would do everything she could to try to wave them down. The volume continued to grow. Finally movement appeared above the buildings just beyond the surrounded truck.   The helicopter looked strange.   It had what looked like long metal pipes stretching out both sides. Kelly thought she would jump up and down, but instead just stood there trying to figure out what was attached to the chopper.
The pilot hesitated directly above the street at the far end.   He then maneuvered the chopper in a circle, facing directly down the street toward Kelly and Sam.   The insect like form, with poles stretching out fifteen feet or more to each side, began flying along West Grave, headed for Kelly. Now she couldn’t decide if she should duck and hide or try to flag it down.   Undecided she just stood there watching it.   As the chopper approached the surrounded truck infected scattered, rushing to the sides of the street. As it neared she could see the long booms were chemical sprayers. A fine sheen of droplets cascaded from multiple tips, wetting the pavement below and leaving an opaque mist floating above the ground.
Kelly looked to the nearest car and rushed toward its partially open side door. “Quick, get in.”   She shouted to Sam.   Opening the door the rest of the way, she stood to the side as Sam ran and dove onto the back seat.   Kelly followed him in and slammed the door closed.
The roar of the helicopter’s rotors thundered toward them. Kelly peered out the side window just as the insect like beast flew over the car.   Splattering liquid made its way across the hood of the car, and was followed by a strange crackling noise.   It reminded Kelly of sizzling bacon.   The white mist rose from the pavement and car hood, shrouding them in an eerie fog.   The noise stopped, replaced only by silence.
“What’s happening?”   Sam whispered.
Kelly continued to look out the windows.   “I don’t know Hun.”   She was not sure if the mist would hurt them, but she was glad to be in the car. It only took a few minutes and the mist slowly cleared away, leaving only a glossy residue behind. Kelly climbed out of the car. The air had a slight chemical smell, reminding her of vinegar. The chopper could still be heard, but was out of view somewhere behind the tall buildings.
“Ewww, what’s that smell?” Sam said as he stepped out of the car.
Kelly looked back toward the truck that was previously surrounded by infected. None of them remained; the truck sat alone. She knew they needed to use the calm to try to get out of the city, but something tugged at her. Infected don’t surround empty trucks.   At least that is what she hoped.
The two of them worked their way over and around cars.   Spokane had taken on a strange quiet.   Only the distant thrum of the helicopter could be heard. As they neared the beat up old truck Kelly thought she could see someone inside.   The dark form was sprawled across the seat. Blood and grime covered the window, making it difficult to see inside, but once Kelly got to the truck she could see a person on the seat. Her heart pounded with hope. Unable to contain the excitement she rushed around the back of the truck to get to the other side. She raced up to the passenger window. Using her shirt sleeve she wiped away the grime and peered through.
“It’s Daddy!”   She shouted.
 “Daddy!”   Sam shouted from behind her.
Kelly tugged at the door handle but it was locked from the inside. “Tom...Tom, it’s me!”   She yelled at the glass.   He didn’t move, but she could see his chest rise and fall with life. Looking in the back of the truck she found an old chunk of iron pipe.   “Stand back Honey.”   She said.   Kelly slammed the metal pipe into the side window.   There was a loud crack and shards of glass exploded inward, cascading on top of Tom.   The pipe clanged to the ground. Kelly quickly unlocked the door and pulled it open.
At her touch Tom slowly blinked his eyes open.   He had to be dreaming.   Her face looked down at him, tears streaming from her eyes. He heard Sam’s voice, small and fragile. His eyes stung from the light. He had never imagined heaven being so incredibly painful.
“It’s me baby. Wake up.”   Kelly said.
Behind her Sam bounced around, giddy with excitement.
Everything came flooding back to Tom.   Lincoln, the school, the infected chasing him...Sam...they had gotten Sam. Kelly had him, she had done it. He was so proud of her.
“We have to move.   Where are you hurt?”   Kelly said.
Tom laid there thinking about it and then he let out a low laugh.
“What?”
 “Everywhere.”   He said.   Thinking back, he remembered the gunshot and all the blood running down his arm. “My arm...bicep got shot.”
His face was pale.   Kelly realized he had lost a lot of blood.   After he sat up she quickly checked over his wounds. Using a torn off strip of shirt she bandaged him up as best she could, knowing he would need further attention, but it would have to come later.
“Where are they? I was surrounded.”
Kelly told him about the helicopter and the spray. He sat thinking for a while.
“Hank and the others?”
She looked down at the ground and shook her head.
Tom felt a heavy weight in the pit of his stomach, but also knew they had to get moving. Grieving would have to wait. “Let’s get out of here.” He said while slowly standing up. Pain shot through his entire body.
“Look what we found here.”   A booming voice said from behind Kelly.
She spun around to see Lincoln and Austin standing fifteen feet away. Both of them looked terrible. Bloody cuts covered their bodies, red soaking through their clothes.   They looked like the losing end of a war.   Lincoln held an AR-15 pointed directly at Kelly.
Anger welled up inside Tom.   He wasn’t sure if it was the dirtbag Lincoln or the traitor Austin that made him angrier.   They were both scum of the earth and wouldn’t seem to go away. Tom just started to say something, but Lincoln shouted for him to shut up before he could get a full word out.
“We’re done talking.”   Lincoln said.
The hate in his eyes was evident as they bore into Tom.   
The shot rang out, echoing off the brick buildings.   It took Tom a second, but then he realized the shot had come from somewhere behind him.   Kelly and Sam still stood in front of him.   Austin did as well.   Lincoln lay sprawled out on the pavement, his AR off to the side. Blood pooled around his body, slowly spreading out, forming a small stream running to the side. Austin stood in shock, staring down at the grisly wound in Lincoln’s chest.
Austin slowly looked over at Tom, fear filling his eyes. Tom watched as blood exploded out of the back of Austin’s head just as he heard another loud boom.   Austin crumpled to the pavement next to his dead leader. Tom was a bit dumbfounded, it had happened so fast.
Kelly slowly turned back around, looking Tom in the eyes. There was both fear and satisfaction there. Tom knew exactly what she was feeling. Even if he got blown away right now, at least he saw Lincoln’s demise.   Kelly slowly lifted her head, looking just above Tom. A slow grin spread across her face. Tom turned around and looked in the same direction. About a block away towered a four story brick building dotted with narrow windows.   On the rooftop stood a lone man, rifle at his side, waving his free hand above his head.   Tom immediately recognized him.
Little Sam did as well.   “Hank!”   He shouted.
******
It took them several minutes to reach the rooftop.   Hank leaned up against the stone buttress that surrounded the roof. With a grin he said, “You all though I was a goner didn’t you.”
Nobody said anything, they were all just glad to see him.
With a grin he said, “Takes more than a few of them things to take old Hank down.”
After a round of hugs and lots of tears the four of them stood together looking over the city.   The helicopter could be seen sweeping up and down streets in the distance. Below them the streets remained empty and quiet.
“Do you think they found a cure...or a poison...or whatever?”   Kelly asked.
Nobody said anything for a while; they just stood, soaking in the warm sunshine.
“I think maybe they did.”   Tom finally said.
THE END
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