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   To Mom and Dad
 
   Without whom I would not be possible.
 
    
 
    
 
   To Dani
 
   Without whom nothing is possible.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   He who fights with monsters should look to it 
 
   that he himself does not become a monster. 
 
   And if you gaze long into an abyss, 
 
   the abyss gazes also into you.
 
    
 
   ~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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   “So are they getting through south side or not?” I say into the bulky radio.
 
   “The doors are plated on the south side.” Someone responds. I honestly don’t know whom.
 
   “Okay. See you in the caf in ten.”
 
    
 
   Returning to my alma mater was a natural choice. Between her effortless redecoration of the rooms and the dramatic flair brought to the decidedly staid menu, I can say that our new home wouldn’t have been this comfortable had it not been for Julia. As a result, our dining table in the school cafeteria is always a source for lively conversation and speculation about the rest of the world, particularly in regards to the cessation of the Zombie flow, the efforts to reestablish government, and the creation of a vaccine.
 
   The wordless conversation of this particular meal does not distinguish itself but for a pastoral sense of familiarity; I know what everyone is saying, and though their mouths continue to move, I have the feeling that no sound is being produced. Ignoring the absence of a dull conversational buzz, I notice that some of our dinner guests have decided to don formalwear. Most of the people at this table are strangers to me; I’ve known them for years, they only seem unfamiliar.
 
   The energetic conversation continues as our guests eat off foodless plates resting upon the slightly fluctuating colors of the table cloth. The oscillation of the room is of no concern to anyone, really, and I myself hardly notice it, but I lose focus on the nostalgic strangers when I look into Julia’s eyes. The veneer of the transient sub-reality collapses on itself only to rebuild simultaneously, both slightly the same and slightly altered. My heart rate skyrockets, and I can only concentrate on Julia’s eyes as the surface continues to dissolve.
 
   Of all the unreal things around me that I can’t notice, her mere existence is a source of reference for a false reality my brain has fabricated. A latch unlocks, fitting the pieces together for a brief moment of catharsis within a world that is otherwise blissfully chaotic. Everything fades to hazy gray except her, and she’s telling me something. I can’t read the words, and I can’t hear them. Something else has pervaded my thoughts, something sinister, part of a distant reality. Not alive, and not dead. A rush of anger propels the collapse, and the façade crumbles.
 
    
 
   Hyperventilating, my eyes struggle open to reveal a dark room, the only remnant of light sneaking around the seams of the wooden doors by the front left side of room 218. The images I previously held as reality quickly fragment to the point that I have only moments and themes to bind them. I grab my flashlight and go into my backpack, pulling out a spiral notebook upon which I’ve written my impressions of everything I recall up to this point. I’ve been putting this off for too long.
 
    
 
   10-19-04 – 12-18-04
 
    
 
   Our residency at TMHS began in earnest on October 19th. Rich’s attempt to lure the dead away with the bus worked, and we welcomed Helen Cleary to our group. The ensuing skirmish with the remaining undead was mild and uneventful, ending with Anderson and me introducing fresh corpses to their final resting place in our converted pool. We furnished the adjacent windows with curtains from the auditorium by the end of the week, and when the dust settled, I felt compelled to sit down and record the events of the last few weeks as I remember them. I am troubled by the fact that I cannot recall much about the days before the arising, so I realize that I won’t be able to sleep until I retrace our steps over the past two months.
 
   After enduring a few weeks of contradictory reports, we were treated to static on both the television and radio on the 19th. The school’s satellite later picked up an errant national broadcast stating that a presidential decree stipulated all local stations report local news only. The networks were choked with misinformation stemming from unreliable sources, so this measure was intended to help those in need of critical updates about troop movements, safe houses, and neighborhood posses. It’s now impossible to judge this strategy in Philadelphia.
 
   The next day we began to take stock of our supplies; Anderson, Mursak and myself eventually took a stolen truck out when Mursak insisted that our spoils of war would depreciate quickly. After several trips to supermarkets and drug stores, Anderson and I painstakingly accounted for all of our ammunition. The numbers we have checked are as follows:
 
    
 
   9mm: 1,031 rounds.
 
   .45 ACP: 321 rounds.
 
   .45 Long: 339 rounds.
 
   .308: 116 rounds.
 
   .38 Special: 344 rounds.
 
   12-gauge 3” Buckshot: 166 rounds.
 
   12-gauge 3” Slugs: 60 rounds.
 
   .357 Magnum: 193 rounds.
 
   .300 Winchester Magnum: 277 rounds.
 
   .25-06 Remington: 59 rounds.
 
    
 
   Anderson’s assessment that we had to be more judicious about exhausting ammo was both pointed and obvious. True to form, Karen took a practical approach to our supplies, ascertaining that we needed more clothes and blankets for the upcoming winter. Jake suggested we alter the gear comprising our ‘survival packs’; aside from the standardized belts, radios, walkie-talkies, Leatherman tools, and flashlights, we discussed the importance of extra water, food, can openers, paper, markers, and grease pens. Anderson insisted we needed larger packs with better back support. Melody and Karen insisted that further travels emphasize acquiring tampons, and lots of them.
 
   These revelations took Rich, Karen, Melody, Helen, and Anderson on a trip to the mall. In addition to a wealth of gear, they brought back a woman, Althea Luangrath, who had attempted to take shelter having heard it was still a functioning safe house. Ironically, she arrived only days after we left, scouring the mall for supplies, and locating the military’s cache of MREs along with water filters and dehydrated milk. She also found a sealed loading dock full of body bags that Anderson checked, discovering that their occupants had all been shot in the head.
 
   Over the course of another day we took all the school desks we could find to reinforce every desk-laden entry, doubling up so the extra desks would sit upside down on the current ones, any leftovers placed legs-up on the floor of all classrooms with accessible windows; it wouldn’t stop a full invasion, but we’d be guaranteed to hear when any room was breached. We stripped supplies from each classroom, reinforced the windows, and boarded the doors shut. Later, we used fluorescent stage tape to mark the edges of potential visibility points on the floors outside classrooms. Following that, half of us procured ladders and scaffolding to ease our roof transits while Mursak sealed the doors to the new wings with concrete bricks, removed the door handles, and cemented the locks. Anderson and Rich used this time to install rudimentary skid plates on the bus, while Althea and Karen stocked and sealed a pallet of emergency rations so we can leave quickly if need be.
 
   After we finished the next round of reinforcement, we made a trip to several local plant nurseries, taking them for nearly every seed or root they had, including a herculean effort in carting some apple trees. We transplanted fifteen altogether and seeded another twenty in the courtyard, but we’ll have to wait until spring to see if they take. In that same day, we discovered several more bags of cement, ultimately using them to reinforce the back of the trucks parked at the band room exit. We later applied the same technique to the dumpsters blocking the rear entrance to the cafeteria. Our attempt to police the vicinity led us to the revelation that someone, at some point, tore through the cemetery gates that dump out on the road in front of the school. We secured them as best we could with chains and combination locks, after which Melody pointed out that we still had a hole in the roof of the gym. Once again, Anderson and Rich set about correcting that.
 
   One of our more technically exhaustive projects came about when Anderson alluded to the school’s few defunct security cameras posted around the first floor. When I suggested it was a bad idea to attempt a fix and keep ourselves on the ground level monitoring CCTVs, he and Rich made several trips to local hardware stores for supplies. After acquiring my video camera and several others from the technology wing, they posted them in various rooms facing the front and back, moving the school’s CCTV monitoring screens and recorders. With seven tapes for each day of the week at 40 hours a week, we can go seven days without reusing one.
 
   We spent an inordinate amount of time drilling holes in the office ceiling and running cables into the nearest second floor classroom. Rich and Anderson rewired the address system to consolidate the video and audio control to one room, and once we blacked out the window, we’d created a security office. Anderson still brags about it, but I don’t think I’ve seen anyone other than him or Helen use it. As if that wasn’t enough, Anderson spent the next two days talking about a regimented security system, including teaching us the basics of police ten-code to use on the radios when we suspected other people might be listening. He got pissed when Melody told him his yellow and red alert system was useless, so he bitterly reorganized it into a series of alert conditions, which, if nothing else, stop us from scaring Elena when calling out commands.
 
    Anderson followed this up by forging a strategy to fight the undead with melee weapons. Once he worked out a few ideas, we tested his tactics on the remainder of the group at the Gauntlett Center to outstanding success. Even after we’d disposed of the bodies inside, it was difficult to get Anderson to shut up about his ‘genius’ strategies. He then took the time to disconfirm the ridiculous hypothesis that the undead can be fooled by attempting to act like them, covering a rain suit with their blood and failing to walk among them covertly.
 
   Anderson’s boastful nature came in handy when Rich tried to lecture us about weaning ourselves off comfort food, a lesson that quickly turned into a tirade about how easy we’d had it before. Just when Rich started to needle us about our cushy, middle-class lifestyle, Anderson shut him down with a diatribe about how Rich could have lifted himself out of poverty by joining the military. All told, it was the tensest game of rock-paper-scissors I’ve ever seen.
 
   With the defenses sufficiently tightened, Rich began renaming parts of the school to limit confusion when calling out commands. Using mostly feudal castle terminology, the front of the school became the front yard and the back became the backyard. The parking lot entrance and exit, both still packed with cars, became the rampart and the stockade, respectively. The only unlocked door became the gate and the rope ladder was appropriately renamed the drawbridge. The main doors in the back became the postern, the basement exit in the back became the priest hole, the front basement windows became the moat, the greenhouse became the pinnacle, 218 turned into the keep, our nurse’s station just down the hall became the medlab, and the classroom directly next to the gate became our flank.
 
   Aside from an overall tightening of our interior defenses and strategies, a large concern of ours has been rehabilitating Rob. It hasn’t been easy, but there is absolutely no opportunity for him to relapse. He has been crying, screaming, breaking things, slamming his head into walls, acting comatose, and acting like a madman; Karen suggests with near certainty that the drug I flushed was heroin because of Rob’s longterm recovery, which she terms post-acute-withdrawal syndrome. Karen asserts that it will be a long time before we can totally trust Rob with firearms. I plan on never giving them back.
 
   Shortly after Karen’s diagnosis, Melody discovered that Karen and Rich had become involved. No surprises there. Before she could elaborate, Jake pointed out that Melody wasn’t wearing a bra, which she played off as though she had simply forgotten. Fortunately, she remembered one the next day when she spilled a drink on her shirt during dinner and took it off to wring it out. Mursak attempted to assuage the awkwardness by making witty but nevertheless crude sexual reference, opening an opportunity for her to eviscerate his slut-shaming insult, leaving us all embarrassed for Mursak. Afterward, Althea was keen on analyzing their motives.
 
   Given that this was the first time Althea spoke at length, I gather she has had difficulty adapting. She’s the easiest person to talk to in the group, which is not surprising since she had been going to graduate school for a PhD in clinical psychology. While I delight in the usefulness of an amateur shrink in our ranks, Anderson won’t acknowledge her chosen profession, instead deflecting any conversation concerning her to the ‘emergency hammer’ she found in the mall that very much resembles a war hammer. In spite of my inability to understand his reticence, and the fact that I find her calm and helpful, I feel her occasional condescensions do little to improve morale.
 
   Helen, on the other hand, is an unqualified pain in the ass. Mursak informed me that she overheard our radio banter shortly after she was rescued, and my conduct was less than gentlemanly. He did his best to assuage her doubts, but she has remained loyal to Anderson and bitter toward me ever since. Her lazy excuses to avoid work, like depression over the death of her family, are not readily accepted by the others, particularly me. Melody, again, was the first to notice that Anderson is the only person to defend her. Althea then suggested Anderson has hero syndrome and Helen has parataxic distortion. She explained both, but I wasn’t paying attention. In any case, Anderson has been hedging his votes among the big three since Helen has shown up, something both Rich and I find irritating. That said, she seems to hate Rob as much as I do, though I can’t divine her reasoning.
 
   In other new arrival news, we’ve had some difficulty putting the death of Elena’s parents to her lightly. We’ve explained it in a variety of ways, saying that Colin is now her father, a role it seems he might have filled anyway. Althea stressed that this was counterproductive and offered herself to smooth the transition into Mursak being more like a legal guardian. Elena was upset for a while, but I swear she’s adjusting better than the rest of us. Karen has been treating her like a daughter ever since she got here, something for which I give her a lot of credit.
 
   Jake turned fifteen and we threw him a rather uneventful birthday party. He’s improved in his handling of day-to-day situations, but I find myself more and more irritated by his defiant attitude. Fortunately, Anderson has been good at keeping him from believing he’s immune to doing work, while Rich has continued to serve as a father and a mentor. He even taught him how to drive, thankfully.
 
   In an effort to alleviate some of the tension, we’ve considered moving ourselves into separate rooms; I’ve staked a claim in one that overlooks the courtyard. As I began my exodus from 218, Jake suggested we use my mini DV camera to record goodbye messages in case we don’t survive. I don’t know what good we expect them to do, as most of us have come to terms with the fact that our families are gone. For example, I now know for a fact that my brother is dead.
 
   Alan and Jack were persuaded into a trek to Dave’s apartment by me and their friend Dory, who also knew him. There, they surmised that he and his roommates had tried and failed to barricade the door. Alan wouldn’t relate the particulars, convincing me it was better that I not know. He did tell me that Dave’s roommates, and several other undead, were scattered around the complex. At my direction, Alan recovered Dave’s cell phone and sent text messages to my parents intimating that he was okay, lying that his phone’s receiver was broken and he didn’t have access to another.
 
   This ruse physically pains me, but I don’t know how else to break it to my parents and don’t know enough about being one to assume their ignorance is bliss. Alan confided in me that he hasn’t heard from his family since the middle of October and they won’t return his messages. In all the time we’d been talking, he hadn’t said a word about it until I brought it up. In any case, Dory didn’t make it back from their excursion and I can’t help but feel responsible, so I promised Alan I’d do something to make it up to him. In all, it was an emotional few days, but with so much grief over Julia’s death, it seemed as though I can’t spare a thought for Dave.
 
   Having nothing to do has forced me into dealing with Julia rather quickly; at this point, I just flat-out miss her. No matter what happens in the future, my memories of her will always be warm. As I write this, and think deeply on her departure, I don’t have a single tear forthcoming. I miss her very much the same way I miss seeing England; having been there and back, I would absolutely love to return, but I can live the rest of my life knowing I was there.
 
   Whatever. I don’t have any more to say. 
 
    
 
   Sincerely,
 
    
 
   ~Jeff Grey
 
    
 
   I put my writing supplies away and turn off my flashlight. My eyes have grown weary from the few minutes of writing, a likely side effect of my difficulties sleeping and having gone to bed at 4:00am. I try not to be too hard on myself, since we wake up every day unsure if we’ll have the chance to do so tomorrow. Terrified by this thought, I roll over on my queen mattress and put my arm around Melody before falling back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-19-04, SUNDAY
 
    
 
   Moments after consciousness firmly takes hold, I hear someone settling into a cot elsewhere in the room. By their relative position, I assume it’s Althea. I crack my eyes open to confirm this while I spread my arm out and discover that Melody is gone. I nod at Althea as I exit and go to the bathroom for my morning routine; piss, take pills, and brush my teeth before heading for room 212 to get changed. It’s 3:00pm, and more than anything, I’m proud that I managed to stagger out of bed before 4:00. As I finish donning a flannel shirt, I look into the courtyard at our fifteen apple trees and imagine picking them in the spring.
 
   Melody snaps me out of my trance as she jogs past the open door; she’s been running at least twice a day since we’ve settled here as part of her fitness routine. Having been divorced from my farming fantasy, I attend to my next need: food. No matter what time of day it is, my first thought upon waking is breakfast. Mursak, Karen, Elena, Helen, and Anderson are all sitting at one of two cafeteria tables we’ve bothered to assemble. The rest are now overturned, reinforcing entrances in various places around the school. 
 
   The ends of the table look toward the kitchen, which remains the same, and a small stage, which features a sparsely decorated fake Christmas tree with several ornamental boxes wrapped in attractive paper. I offer my afternoon salutations before getting myself some cereal and a granola bar. After noticing a pot of boiled water, I pour myself some Earl Grey and join the conversation at the only occupied table.
 
    
 
   “For a moment there this almost felt like a high school cafeteria.” I say, setting my tray down.
 
   “…probably because it is a….” Mursak responds.
 
   “Thanks.” I snort, cutting him off. “What’s goin’ on?” 
 
   “Talkin’ ‘bout board games.” Karen offers.
 
   “Board games…”
 
   “Yeah… we got a dozen boxes of Scrabble, not much else.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it is a school.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter…” Anderson replies. “I’m sayin’ we should get Warhammer.”
 
   “Don’t know that one.”
 
   “Remember at the mall, when you said you wanted to set up those toy soldiers on that battlefield?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “That’s Warhammer. You specialize, glue, and paint the guys to fit your needs.”
 
   “Sounds… time consuming.”
 
   “Exactly.” Mursak interjects. “It could go on for months.”
 
   “Ooh, I like that… develop complex strategies, give the other side time to counter them…”
 
   “We could fill an entire room with a battlefield…” Anderson suggests. “Instead of treating it like Risk, we play out each skirmish between two soldiers.”
 
   “Develop backstories?” I ask with a smile.
 
   “Why does it matter?” Helen asks.
 
   “Well, wouldn’t you be more invested in a character forced into combat to protect his wife and child?”
 
   “That’s not what I mean… with what’s going on? It’s a stupid game.”
 
    
 
   Helen’s comment effectively aborts the conversation. I continue eating while the rest of the group bastes in an awkward silence. A high-pitched scream cuts through the pathos, bringing Anderson, Mursak, Karen and me to our feet. Karen wipes her mouth and waves us down. “It’s Rob…” She says quietly. We watch her exit. In the ensuing calm, I’m glad I have something to eat; I’m the only person at the table doing anything other than waiting for a conversation to happen. Elena remains blissfully unaware, listening to something with massive noise-canceling headphones while she doodles on a sketchpad.
 
    
 
   “So, uh…” Mursak starts, buffering the transition. “I miss any broadcasts?”
 
   “Last week.” Anderson says blankly. “They made it as far west as Idaho.”
 
   “Any word on the numbers?”
 
   “Ten million or more… and more runners the further they go west.”
 
   “Damn.” Mursak continues. “You have to think people are getting better at first aid…”
 
   “I, uh… what?” I ask.
 
   “Obviously people are dealing with bites…” Anderson replies defensively. “That means more people survive…”
 
   “The upshot is you get corpses in better condition.” Mursak adds.
 
   “Yeah… I heard Europe is in deep shit.” I offer, glancing at Elena, who doesn’t take notice of my swearing. 
 
   “I told you that.” Anderson interrupts. “And they figured out how it spread to France.”
 
   “Oh?” I start.
 
   “Buncha morons got themselves infected and stayed healthy for the trip overseas. When they landed, twenty of them made it through customs… just spread out over Paris.”
 
   “How do they know?”
 
   “The pilot squealed. And it gets worse… they were American.”
 
   “…and?” I ask.
 
   “The French embassy won’t let the pilot leave…” Anderson grunts. “Now it’s this… political fuckhouse.”
 
   “Jesus… the state we’re in, and our government’s making enemies?”
 
   “Do we have to talk about this…?” Helen asks softly.
 
    
 
   Anderson rubs her back as her piercing blue eyes emote like some drone programmed to elicit sympathy. In moments like this, I feel as though she exists solely to derail conversation. Something about the contrast of her dark brown hair, pale skin, oval face, and permanently judgmental gaze make me uncomfortable. She returns my glance and I look at the table, feeling the burden of her calculating, sinister glower.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how we avoid it.” I say, snapping out of my trance.
 
   “…you brought it up.” Mursak challenges, looking at Helen.
 
   “Well… what’s the point of bringing it in here?” Anderson responds.
 
    
 
   Mursak and I look at each other in disbelief, his shaggy locks wavering long after his head freezes.
 
    
 
   “So…” Mursak muses. “We don’t want to talk about it… but we don’t want to talk about anything else either?”
 
   “I didn’t bring it up…” Helen answers. “All I’m saying is… who cares about France?” Helen asks.
 
   “Exactly.” Anderson adds forcefully.
 
   “And board games… it’s pointless…”
 
   “But you’d be agreeable if we struck up a conversation about, say, our odds of surviving this?” Mursak asks.
 
    
 
   The response is stunned silence. At least I perceive it as stunned; though I’ve discussed the probability that life will never go back to normal, challenging Helen, who refuses to accept this possibility, is akin to telling my best friend I want to sleep with his wife while my girlfriend watches. Elena remains oblivious.
 
    
 
   “Well…” Helen clears her throat. “I’m sorry, you don’t think…”
 
   “I get where she’s coming from…” Anderson opens, with no apparent intention to make a point.
 
   “So…”
 
    
 
   As soon as Mursak opens his mouth to continue, I realize this masquerading hostility is about to be unmasked. Anderson’s defense of Helen is especially irritating given that he’s been the prime mover of using games as entertaining distractions. Before Mursak can utter the opening of an excoriating diatribe, I seize a moment to railroad the conversation.
 
    
 
   “Since we’re talking about it… I have a burning desire for some real-time strategy. Starcraft, Age of Empires…”
 
   “Tiberian Sun.” Anderson adds, warming to the topic.
 
   “I mean, I get where you’re coming from Helen,” I lie. “But we need to do something with our free time… gaming is a great way to switch off.”
 
   “And think of what we could do without time restrictions…” Mursak joins, grinning at me. “Custom maps, specialized units…”
 
   “You think it’s on Kazaa?” Anderson asks.
 
   “No.” Mursak and I reply simultaneously before he continues. “Server’s been down at least a month… I checked. The only way we’re gonna play is with our own computers.”
 
   “That’s crazy.” Helen adds.
 
   “Is it?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No one’s gonna make you play…” Mursak replies.
 
   “Grey… don’t you have the game discs at home?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Nope, left them at school.” I offer.
 
    
 
   Anderson sighs through his scraggly beard. “Ambler’s a long way…” Mursak’s eyes light up as he looks at me; we can win this.
 
    
 
   “We haven’t been out for weeks… they’ve been spreading out since the October wave…?”
 
   “Yeah…” Anderson grumbles, shifting in his chair.
 
   “And you’ve talked about how we need to be ready to leave on short notice if something happens… what better way to test ourselves? Scout the roads, you know, see what else is out there? Besides, my keyboard’s at school… Mursak’s guitar is at home, and aren’t your drums in Secane?”
 
   “More importantly…” Mursak adds. “Isn’t that guitar your mom gave you at your apartment?”
 
    
 
   Anderson looks up. It’s over. “John…” Helen starts, the rest of her statement cut off as she leans over to whisper in his ear, but his scowl is a battlefield in repose. A disconcerting twinge in my brain tells me this is a bad idea, but I dismiss it just as quickly; as much as I enjoy watching Helen suffer, I want my computer and keyboard even more. Anderson looks at me awkwardly, clearly uncomfortable with this not-so-private moment. Obligingly, I look over at our third musketeer to see a granite relief of composure carved into his normally rubber face. When Helen finishes a remark, he looks up at me again.
 
    
 
   “Where would we put the drums?”
 
   “Band room?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Or…” I start. “We can just put the sound-proof panels in one of the interior rooms.”
 
   “And doesn’t the tech lab have a bunch of digital recording equipment?”
 
    
 
   I wonder if we’re pouring it on too thick. Anderson asks Mursak a question to which I don’t listen. Maybe this is a completely terrible idea. On the other hand, it’s a useful distraction from the horde attacking the well-barricaded doors of our makeshift sanctuary. Whether I’m convincing myself that this is the right thing to do or whether it is empirically so, I resign myself to doing it. I manage to tune myself in for the final nail in Helen’s coffin.
 
    
 
   “So when do we do it?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Tomorrow.” I blurt out. “What do you always say about plans?”
 
   “A good one today’s better than a perfect one tomorrow.”
 
   “Right… it’s already 3:30, sun sets in an hour… so let’s do it tomorrow.”
 
   “If we’re going to Secane…” Anderson starts. “We should stop at Best Buy.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Batteries… back-up surge protectors.”
 
   “I’m game, though I wouldn’t bank on the batteries.” I reply.
 
   “We’ve gotta prep guns and the car.” Mursak adds. “I’ll take the car.”
 
   “Take Jake with you…” Anderson starts. “And Grey… we’ve been putting off the cemetery too long.”
 
   “You wanna hit that today?”
 
   “I could use the air.”
 
   “Sounds good…” I start. “I’ll take care of the guns… meet here in half an hour?”
 
   “You need help?”
 
    
 
   I glance over at Helen before responding. “No, I’ve got it.” I realize the moment I’ve spoken that I’m damning Anderson to an argument, but he’s gotten himself involved with this woman; who am I to come between them? “Alright, half an hour…” Anderson mumbles, pushing his fists off the table as Helen stands. I let them clear out and excitedly finish my breakfast before heading up to the weapons closet in 218.
 
   Anderson and Rich were tasked with clearing this room, so they organized the firearms by person and the bullets by type. After locating a dozen sets of keys, we arranged ownership such that only the big three can unlock this door, allowing us a Brady Bill for the building; by the time anyone gets to their firearm, they’re sure of whether or not they need it. The policy is more for ammo conservation than responsibility’s sake, although it does make me feel more comfortable that Rob won’t be able to get a gun without our approval.
 
   I grab the three rifles that belong to Mursak, Anderson and me, knowing that each survival pack has the requisite ammunition for each one. Moving Anderson’s pack unveils a helmet he found while they were at the mall and two unused bullet proof vests that he apparently took the first time we went to Gordon’s in October. The fact that I didn’t realize this until months later was ultimately explained by my inability to hear him telling me he was taking them, thanks to the gunshot that deafened me for nearly a day.
 
   Though I’m not sure when we’ll use the vests, it’s a good thing he took them; we’ve gone back to Gordon’s twice to look for non-essential supplies and found the store emptier than the previous time on both occasions. This has led to a myth that we’re not alone in Newtown Square and that the unseen thieves are taking precautions to remain concealed. Anderson laughed this off, suggesting that the idiots we encountered at DC cubed were the most likely culprits, but the notion that there are more people in the surrounding area makes all of us uncomfortable, including him.
 
   As I carry the guns and munitions to the empty cafeteria, I recall that it’s been a while since I’ve used my rifle, so once I set them all down on one of the cafeteria tables I go back upstairs to retrieve our cleaning kits. After unloading the weapons and restocking the bandoliers, I begin cleaning the barrel of my rifle first. In the midst of this work, Rich flubs an attempted casual entrance, power-walking through the door and sitting directly across from me at the table.
 
    
 
   “Hey.” I offer.
 
   “Hey. What’s this?” He asks. 
 
   “…goin’ out tomorrow.” I reply, barely looking up.
 
   “We are?”
 
   “Me… Anderson… Mursak.”
 
   “Yeah? Says who?”
 
   “Hmm… well, two of the three people I mentioned are in charge…”
 
   “Well well well…” He mocks. “I wasn’t aware we were doing things without each other’s consent…”
 
   “Jesus…”
 
   “Hey… I’ve asked you not to go over my head…”
 
   “Like when we brought Helen in?”
 
   “You don’t think that was the right choice?” He asks, stunned.
 
   “Doesn’t matter… you went over my head.”
 
   “Jeff… you can’t afford to be this petty…”
 
   “Sure, it’s petty when I do it, but it’s the right choice when you do… ever heard of pretzel logic?”
 
   “Yeah, I love Steely Dan…” I don’t get to ask him what the hell that means before he continues. “We didn’t have time to discuss Helen’s situation… but if we did and you got outvoted, maybe you could’ve changed my mind.”
 
   “I see. Well, you can’t change my mind on this.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
    
 
   I wait for his inevitable retort. “I guess it’s one of those things the bum can’t understand…” I bang my bore light into the table top.
 
    
 
   “That has nothing to do with it. Do you even know why we’re going out?”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “We’re getting our computers.”
 
   “Oh, so it’s something important.” He blasts in an expectedly flamboyant tone.
 
   “We haven’t gone out in a while, Rich… we’ll look things over, and yes, we’re getting our computers… y’know… I don’t expect you to get it.”
 
   “Oh, I get it. Dumb ol’ Rich…”
 
   “Don’t start…”
 
   “No, no… it’s all Greek to me… maybe if I was a spoiled rich kid I could understand… what I say doesn’t matter ‘cause I don’t have a v-mail.”
 
   “E-mail.”
 
   “Cocky little shit, you can’t even imagine…”
 
   “Eating out of the trash? Using a fire blanket to stay warm? Sleeping with some psychotic witch out of boredom? I could replace you with a tape recorder and no one would know the difference… you can’t blame me for screwing up your life because you don’t know how to compromise.”
 
   “That’s what you think?”
 
   “No, Rich, that’s what I know… you didn’t want to take a job that was beneath you… you blame your ex, you blame your mom… I may not know which meat’s too old to eat when I’m staring down a dumpster, but unlike that dumpster, I know you’re full of shit.”
 
   “Still better than you.”
 
   “How’s that?” I ask.
 
   “Maybe no one ever charged you with statch rape… ”
 
   “…where’s that coming from?!”
 
   “Can I talk ten seconds without you interrupting? Julia was a kid… you were in college…”
 
    
 
   He stares at me until I respond.
 
    
 
   “…were you just waiting for the moment to bring that up? Because you picked the wrong one, my friend…”
 
   “Why, got nothin’ to say?” Rich mocks. “That’s a first…”
 
   “It has nothing to do with this!”
 
   “Alright, try this on for size…you’re the one who kept us here when Don, Ava, and John died… then you took us to the mall, where Julia died…”
 
   “You watch your mouth…”
 
   “Watch yours… coward…” Rich mutters.
 
    
 
   I slap the rifle on the table and stand up.
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t finished!” He shouts. “You don’t listen. You don’t ask for opinions. You don’t care who gets killed. A month from now we might be out of clean water and fresh food, but you’ve gotta have your computer…”
 
   “Shut up!” I shout back. “Throwing Jules at me ‘cause you’ve got nothin’ else… that is such a fucking terrible thing to do… and I am so tired of your bullshit…”
 
   “And I’m not tired of yours…!?”
 
   “Go ahead, read me the next entry from the vagabond’s almanac…”
 
   “You don’t know a damn thing about it… being here is the best I’ve eaten in months… so what if you had to lose some of that baby fat…”
 
    
 
   He reaches out and pinches my right side. Before I can think, both of my hands come out and slam into his chest, forcing him back as he tries to fend me off.
 
    
 
   “Don’t you touch me Rich, don’t you fucking touch me!”
 
   “Or else what?”
 
   “I will shove seven years of martial arts so far up your ass you’ll be using my black belt for a tongue… what’s your problem? You jealous? Been too long since you touched a kid…?”
 
    
 
   Rich draws his right arm back, and as it comes in, I block it away with my left forearm, grab his throat, and force him down on the table. I let go immediately and step back, breathing the fire out of my lungs. “Next time you throw a punch I’m not gonna stop.” I pick up the rifle and the bore light. “Now you’re gonna act tough?” Rich asks, leaning back. I stare into him. “I don’t have to act tough, Rich.” I sit down and go back to cleaning.
 
    
 
   “I see. Well, don’t bother watching your back… I’ll bow before you when I walk into a room…”
 
   “Rich… you wanna talk about the computers, sit down… otherwise, lay off.”
 
   “Well… I just hope you learn your lesson.”
 
   “You wanna teach me?”
 
   “The foolish and the dead never change their opinions.”
 
    
 
   He turns and walks toward the hall. “James Lowell, if you were wondering.” I wasn’t. An apology crosses my mind as he walks toward the door, but I opt against it. He came in here looking for a fight and got one. If he wants to talk about it like an adult, I’ll be willing. But I’m not changing my mind. Once I finish cleaning the Winchester, I take on Anderson’s rifle. I check the watch I gleaned from our last mall raid shortly before Anderson walks in the room: 5:27. Anderson only needs to glance at me before realizing that something just happened.
 
    
 
   “Everything alright?” He starts.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Ready for the cemetery?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
    
 
   Anderson lifts his rifle off the table, checks it, and heads toward the back exit. “Anyone know we’re going?” I ask. “Just told Karen, her radio’s on.” He replies. I pick up my rifle, check the breach, and follow him through the door.
 
   We exit the cafeteria and walk through the small crack between the bus blocking us in and the crushed brick of the pool’s exterior wall, just a few feet from where I saw Chris get cut in two by a sedan. We found his better half crawling around while cleaning out the back yard two months back, so he and several other former band members got tossed in the pool together. We didn’t see a point in moving the car. “So… what just happened?” Anderson asks, pulling me back from a precipice of thought. I shake my head in acquiescence, trying to summarize my encounter with the other third of the leadership group succinctly.
 
    
 
   “Just Rich. I swear I’m gonna kill him.”
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “He pinched my side…” I demonstrate on myself. “Like that… and I lost it.”
 
   “You hurt him?”
 
   “Just his pride.”
 
   “Wanna take his leadership?”
 
   “Karen’s next in line…” I start. We previously decided this and developed a series of checks and balances to ensure her protection, as she’s far and away the most important one to the group. “…that wouldn’t be so bad… just so long as you’re not after my head too.”
 
   “Well, I’m most qualified to lead, so why not?”
 
    
 
   His laugh huffs out in a cloud of ice crystals. I avoid his eyes as I consider what Melody said concerning people joking about things they really mean. I look around the parking lot and admire the job we did cleaning the corpses out of the back lot while I wait for the awkward moment to pass. The next thing I know we’re at the cemetery gate; Anderson simply pulls one of his karabiners off the chains, unravels them, and rests them on the ground. The first step inside yields an awful sensation that can only be described by the smell of a musty attic and the feeling of being watched in a dark room. Anderson casually pulls the rifle off his shoulder while staring into the trees.
 
    
 
   “Huh…” He starts.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Didn’t notice that before.”
 
    
 
   He motions to the dirt in front of us, which features the tread marks of several hundred pairs of shoes, creating a ditch a full foot deeper than the ground at the gate.
 
    
 
   “Can’t imagine how they’d get the leverage to get out…” He offers.
 
   “The chain was broken in three places… it’d almost rusted through…”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
    
 
   A wind goes through the cemetery, filling the barren stretch with a chorus of clashing branches and the rustling of the few leaves remaining on the trees. I don’t need to ask Anderson if he feels the same thing I do. “There.” He says with a shiver, pointing to a headstone with a small pile of dirt in front of it. We crouch next to the muddy, leaf-laden mound, staring down a thin hole that stretches into the darkness beneath.
 
    
 
   “Clawed out of the goddamn grave. Unbelievable.” Anderson says.
 
   “Wish we could get a look at the coffin.”
 
   “You wanna shove yourself down there?”
 
   “Absolutely not.” I mutter, looking at the trees again. “Figure they probably kick the dirt down as they’re coming up?”
 
   “New graves must be easier to claw through… looser dirt, not as much decay…”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “This guy died in 2001.” Anderson murmurs. “Maybe… I dunno…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Grave vaults…”
 
   “I don’t know what that is…” I start.
 
   “They put coffins in vaults… made of concrete or metal… y’know, so the coffins don’t rot, buckle, and make sinkholes… what if they did that so the dead can’t come back?”
 
   “Are you suggesting they didn’t use them in this cemetery?”
 
   “Dunno.”
 
   “Yeah, well… I heard… the first tombstones were rocks put over burial plots to prevent the dead from returning.”
 
    
 
   When the wind dies down, I focus on a bizarre humming.
 
    
 
   “You hear that?” I ask.
 
   “No…”
 
   “Shh…”
 
    
 
   He listens for a moment, then stands up and points to the left. We walk through several rows of headstones before we see an arm sticking limply out of the ground. “What the…?!” Anderson babbles as he jumps back. We take a few steps closer to find that a corpse in a filthy tuxedo has managed to get his head and part of his left shoulder out of the dirt. I bend down to look in his eyes, and to my surprise, the desiccated sockets open. His wrist flutters toward me as a groan emerges from his nose. I look up at his headstone: Frederick Evors, 1945-2002. 
 
    
 
   “Fred… poor bastard.” I mutter.
 
   “Got another…”
 
    
 
   Anderson points to a headstone two rows down where a pair of hands have just barely made it through the grass. He pokes the palm with the end of his rifle. They don’t move, having been frozen in effigy.
 
    
 
   “Worn out…” I mutter.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “He wore out… I guess I always assumed Zombies don’t heal… he was so decomposed…”
 
   “She.” He points to the name on the headstone.
 
   “…she was so decomposed… they’ll all rot into dust.”
 
   “Hope so… but they only need to bite one person to succeed… seen enough?”
 
   “Yeah…” I sigh. “Well, now we know…”
 
   “…and knowing is half the battle.”
 
   “You know me too well.”
 
    
 
   We both stand up and start toward the gate, but I stop just as we get close to the exit. “There it is again…” I say softly; when the air is still, a distinct rumbling buzz echoes in the background. The source is nearly impossible to place because it sounds as though it’s all around us; there’s no rhythm or tempo, which only makes it more unsettling. Finally, Anderson’s eyes go wide. “They’re clawing at the coffins…” He whispers. The image of a bony hand scraping at the torn cushioning of a casket leaks into my mind just before Anderson makes his way to the exit. His next statement confirms that he is inclined to forget this.
 
    
 
   “Should we put Fred out of his misery?”
 
   “Let him rot. I’d rather not waste the bullet.” I reply.
 
   “You know what’s awesome?”
 
   “Cremation.”
 
   “I… what?” He sputters.
 
   “Well… if we’d all been cremated at death… this never would’ve happened. Sorry… you were saying?”
 
   “Guns. Say what you will about this country, but I guarantee we’re handling this better than anyone else ‘cause everyone’s got guns. Unconquerable.”
 
   “Thank the founding fathers for their fear of an oppressive government… they certainly weren’t thinking about this.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
    
 
   I smile back at him. “I guess I don’t.” Once the gate has been sealed, we walk quietly back to the cafeteria. “Oh shit.” I say once I get inside.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
   “Forgot to clean Mursak’s gun.”
 
   “Want me to do it?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Nah, I got it.”
 
    
 
   Anderson shrugs and heads to the hallway as I sit quietly at the table and go to work on Mursak’s rifle. Looking around at the silent cafeteria, I’m reminded of the 700 some-odd lunches I had in here, generally sitting at a table of no less than four and no more than eight. If there were politics surrounding who sat at what table and which of them were granted a higher social status, I was ignorant of such a system. After indulging myself in this moment of nostalgia, I return my attention to Mursak’s bore before a red flash in the hallway distracts me. 
 
   A moment later, Melody pokes her heart-shaped face around the furthest doorway, favoring me with a broad smile as she removes her earbuds. Lean and compact beneath her taut jogging outfit, she saunters toward me while using her sleeve to wipe the sweat off her brow. “Sleep okay?” She asks as she draws near. “Well enough.” As she sits across from me, I notice the natural light-brown in her ponytail chasing away the faded bleach at the end.
 
    
 
   “…did you… write something?”
 
   “Yeah… journal entry.”
 
   “Bangin’…”
 
    
 
   I shrug and go back to cleaning.
 
    
 
   “So… what’s up?” She asks. “You goin’ out?”
 
   “Yeah… me, Anderson, and Sak.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Supply run… get a look at the area, you know…”
 
   “…and get your computers?”
 
    
 
   God dammit.
 
    
 
   “Friggin’ Rich…” I say.
 
   “Karen told me…”
 
   “She say anything else?”
 
   “Not really… believe me, we have plenty more to talk about than you idiots.” She says, smirking.
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “Still, he’s gotta be the center of attention when he’s pissed off… what’s that word you used…?” She asks.
 
   “Histrionics.”
 
   “Sounds like a fuckin’… math history class.”
 
    
 
   We both chuckle.
 
    
 
   “…you really want your computer that bad?”
 
   “I guess so… I mean… all my writing, music, games, videos…”
 
   “Porn?”
 
    
 
   I look up to find her giving me a devious grin.
 
    
 
   “Why not?” I reply. “And my keyboard. Cellphone too.”
 
   “Oh, good… I’m tired of your mom callin’ me.”
 
   “She usually calls Karen…?”
 
   “Yeah, sometimes she calls if she gets her voicemail.”
 
   “You ever…?”
 
   “Fuck no… that’s, like, the last conversation I wanna have.”
 
    
 
   We’re both quiet. I restrain my urge to ask her why as I apply a few drops of oil to a cloth for the metal on Mursak’s rifle.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t know you played anything.” Melody continues.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Keyboard?”
 
   “Oh yeah… I’m not great. I mostly just copy off Rick Wright.”
 
   “Who?” She asks.
 
   “Keyboardist for Pink Floyd.”
 
   “That’s what’s up… I love that ‘we don’t need no education.’”
 
   “Another Brick in the Wall Part Two.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
    
 
   I glance at Melody, who seems to be dreaming up another stab at irritating small-talk. As I am wont to do in moments like these, I think about our most pressing concerns, like finding renewable sources of food, staving off insanity, keeping reserves of clean water, combating illness, and fighting off the horde. The last concern usually occupies the most brain power, as I worry enough of the undead will realize we’re in here to make this situation the nightmare it has always promised to be.
 
    
 
   “So…” Melody starts. “Hittin’ up an electronics store, huh?”
 
   “Why not, right?”
 
   “Gettin’ any CDs?”
 
   “Hadn’t occurred to me… we might as well…”
 
   “Think you could pick up Christmas with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir?” She asks.
 
   “Uh, sure…”
 
   “The one from ’93.”
 
   “Yeah, no problem.”
 
   “Want me to come with?”
 
   “Nah, that’s okay…” I start. “But, you know, while you’re here… maybe you could figure out what’s eating Helen?”
 
   “Just Anderson.”
 
   “Gah!” I chortle. “You think so?”
 
   “Maybe. He’s into her.”
 
   “You don’t think she’s into him?”
 
   “Remember all that shit Althea was saying? I get it. Helen likes to be in control… and he’s into that.”
 
   “Huh.” I’m not sure I agree. “Well, if you can talk to her… I guess… see what you can find out.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   I’m nearly certain we’ve finished by the time I start wiping down the stock on Mursak’s rifle.
 
    
 
   “Been sleepin’ okay?” She asks.
 
   “Yeah… good enough… you?”
 
   “Yeah… I’m not used to sharing a bed… or sleeping in my clothes.”
 
   “Oh…” I mutter, trying and failing to shake that image. “Well, we’ll get our own rooms soon enough.”
 
   “Bangin’. Well, break’s over…”
 
   “Yeah, ditto.”
 
    
 
   I’m not sure if she’s intentionally shaking her hips as she walks out of the cafeteria, but I certainly notice. After finally finishing Mursak’s rifle, I retreat to room 218 and store it in preparation for tomorrow. I consider going to my bag of tricks and pulling out the old police belt and katana, but I opt against it, instead taking a walk to the courtyard. As I wander out under the breezeway to the large opening where the marching band’s warm-up arcs used to congregate, I look favorably upon our apple trees and hope they survive the winter. We’ve yet to see the season’s first snow, but it must not be too far off.
 
   I take a seat on a bench near the concrete barrier sealing the exit and stare into the damp, mushy cairn of dead leaves pressed against it, having been raked there to save our grass from certain doom. Reflecting on the seasons leaves me hoping that I survive long enough to witness the herald of spring and summer insects, as the familiarity of their songs could nullify the moans of a thousand Zombies. My bucolic fantasy is shattered by the din of child crying out in glee, followed by someone trying to silence her. I look toward the breezeway just as Elena runs out of its shadow with Karen in tow.
 
   “Hey girl!” I say with a placid smile. “Hi!” Elena replies. Karen comes over and sits with me on the bench as her laughter invites handsome wrinkles around her eyes and nose. Elena throws herself into the leaves with abandon, her curly blond locks flying as she shouts ‘Watch this, watch this!’ We oblige.
 
    
 
   “How’s our little one holding up?”
 
   “It’s amazin’ how quick they recover.” Karen sighs.
 
   “We should be so lucky.”
 
    
 
   We watch Elena swat two handfuls of leaves through the air.
 
    
 
   “She’s a sweetheart though.” Karen continues.
 
   “Seems like you’re having fun.”
 
   “I’d rather be out here with her than in there with Rob.”
 
    
 
   She sounds slightly amused, but her smile flattens the moment she remembers why I’m not laughing.
 
    
 
   “How’s he holding up?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.
 
   “Better’n the last time you saw him… one day at a time, y’know. He talks about you.”
 
   “Oh, what’s he got to say?”
 
   “Jeff…”
 
    
 
   She puts her hand on my knee and stares at me. I don’t return her glare. “Watch this, watch this!” Elena shouts. We watch her thrash around in the leaves, then get up and throw them. Both of us smile.
 
    
 
   “He pointed a gun at me and pulled the trigger.”
 
   “He was on drugs…” Karen suggests.
 
   “That makes it better?”
 
   “No, it doesn’t…”
 
    
 
   We continue to watch Elena in silence. I can feel the thoughts racing through Karen’s head, but she stays quiet and takes a deep breath before continuing. “Pretend I’m not here… pretend you could pick what happens to him. What would you do?” I’d kill him, but she doesn’t need to hear that. “I think you wanna get rid of ‘im. But then you wouldn’t be any better…” My scoff cuts her off mid-sentence.
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t solve nothin’.” She resumes eventually. “Doesn’t change what he did. I’m not sayin’ you’re gonna be friends… but… you know… two sides here, not twelve?”
 
   “Where’d you hear that?”
 
   “Julia mentioned it. One of your lines? You’re right. You can’t… live in this group and be lookin’ over your shoulder. He might surprise you.”
 
   “Again.”
 
   “Jeff…” Karen starts. “Please…”
 
   “He tried to shoot me… and for all we know, he killed that girl in the locker room…”
 
   “Jeff. There’s not much I ask of you, right?”
 
    
 
   I hang my head in silence. “Look, I might be wrong…” I finally continue. “But it’s not outside his MO. I don’t want to wait and see if he’d do it again.” I turn to see Elena standing in front of us, and when she has our attention, she throws a pile of leaves in the air as though it was supposed to be a magic trick. Karen starts clapping, and I hesitantly join. Eventually, Elena returns to the pile and Karen sighs before replying. “I wish you’d spend your time doin’ somethin’ constructive…” As she speaks, Mursak comes through the door beneath the breezeway. He waves at Karen and me and we return the acknowledgment. He begins to play with Elena, leading the two of them into another part of the courtyard.
 
    
 
   “Rich talk to you about our… argument?” I ask.
 
   “Ten minutes ago. That’s why I’m out here.”
 
   “…really?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s buildin’ up an apology.”
 
    
 
   Karen looks off to the side, prompting me to do the same.
 
    
 
   “It’s not all his fault.” She continues. “The honeymoon’s over.”
 
   “Honeymoon?”
 
   “We’re past the point of believin’ that survival is as good as it gets.”
 
    
 
   There’s a long pause.
 
    
 
   “Karen, are you and Rich sleeping together?”
 
   “Not yet. Why?”
 
   “I appreciate your candor… Melody was trying to figure out where you’d do it a few days ago…”
 
   “She bonin’ up on the job?” Karen chuckles.
 
   “…huh?”
 
   “Jeff… she’s sleepin’ next to you…”
 
   “…I’m still Julia’s.”
 
    
 
   We sit quietly as Mursak continues to play with Elena. “Well… you wear it on your sleeve.” Karen continues. I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean. She yawns, stretches, and stands up. Taking her cue, I stand up as well and follow her to the breezeway door.
 
    
 
   “Rich tell you why we’re going out?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah…” She confirms, starting up the stairs. “Can’t say I share your passion, but we’ve been bottled up a while… it’s worth seein’ what’s out there.”
 
   “I’m excited to get my writing.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah… a few gigs of music, my cell phone, my keyboard… everything I’ve written since middle school is on my computer.”
 
   “Well, I can see why you’d want that…”
 
    
 
   I recognize while speaking that she couldn’t care less. She seizes the momentary silence as an excuse to bail on further banal conversation.
 
    
 
   “Hey… I think I’m gonna get a nap in.”
 
   “Sure…” I reply. “See you around.”
 
   “Guess you don’t have a choice.”
 
    
 
   She grins as she runs up the last few steps and turns off to the left. The abrupt end of our discourse makes me feel awkward enough that I begin seeking ways to occupy myself, so I turn tail and wander back down the stairwell until I get to the basement, following the whirring heartbeat of our heating unit into the machinery room. Since I’ll always associate these halls with Day of the Dead, the mystique of breaking in on October 9th washes over me, but the feeling abates quickly.
 
   The steel desk we used to barricade the door is still in place, only now it has Rich’s schematic notebook on the surface. Apparently, Rich’s father was not only contracted by the high school, he would occasionally bring Rich along with him, giving him an exclusive insight into how this nearly half-century old heating device works. Since I have no desire to speak to him again until he calms down, the notion that he comes down here once a day hurries me back up to the main hall.
 
   I make my way up the stairs and turn right, passing the gate on my way toward the band room, which hasn’t changed much since we removed the lockers. We’ve also left the golf cart in the hallway outside, having not used it since Elena’s rescue. I exit through the doors connecting the band rooms to the technology wing, running my hand along the concrete barrier while I kick some leaves out of the way. A sudden urge to get on the roof sees me scaling the steel awning, noticing with no small satisfaction that the exertions of climbing have gotten less stressful in the last month.
 
   I pull myself up on a concrete ledge and walk toward the front lot, stopping between the exterior wall of the gate and the doors to the auditorium loft above me to the right, where I’m told Ava met her end. I stay crouched as I look out over the front parking lot and lawn, seeing our school bus just below me to the left, the front end pressed firmly against the outside of the auditorium, leaving just enough space between it and the gate for a person to squeeze through. I also see a few stray undead cloaked in shadow, oblivious to the fact that I’m watching them.
 
   Despite Julia and me never traveling to this spot together, she always seems to be on my mind when I get here. Once, long before the arising, Ava, Mursak and I came up here one autumnal midnight where the three of us were almost caught by the police. Even as we made our daring escape, I found myself both wishing Jules was there to enjoy it and thankful that she was not in danger of getting caught. As I wonder how our children might have looked, I want so badly to put my arms around her one more time.
 
   It strikes me that Julia is approaching legendary status in my mind; she only lived sixteen years, but if I live until my fifties or sixties, she will still be the same teenager with whom I shared what could be dismissively described as puppy love. I let loose a heavy sigh as I watch the dead slowly make their way to nowhere. In spite of a well-earned reputation as a scourge of marauders, seeing them mill around in a pastoral daze feels mundane. When I remember what happened to Julia, however, I can feel my blood pressure skyrocket. Even now, it’s tempting to go down there for a mass execution.
 
   Given plenty of time to think it over, I’ve managed to diagnose my obsession with Zombies prior to their kind becoming a reality; in an existence based on conflict, whether in the form of Indians, Nazis, Commies, or terrorists, humanity is constantly seeking to villainize an Other. The ability to empathize with a given enemy may not render them inert, but it does complicate the ability to maintain a moral high ground. Zombies not only represent the most feasible monster in fiction, they signify a complete absence of morals, and thus, disposing of them remains an indefatigably affirmative absolute. This theory holds true in reality, since I’ll never have to worry if I’m doing the right thing by killing as many of them as I can.
 
   When night begins to shroud the sky, I seek shelter inside to see if anyone has dinner plans, finding Karen ready to prepare some frozen, prepackaged meals. In terms of variety, this is as exciting as Columbus Day. Now that we’ve progressed to the point of removing all the spices from the local supermarket, we take turns reading cook books and suggesting different recipes for our remaining stock of meat, which was bolstered by a trip to a butcher who had an impressive array of pork, beef, and poultry in his walk-in freezer.
 
   Gathering that I have at least a half an hour until mealtime, I collect some clothes and head to the gym. Entering the girl’s locker room always feels criminal to me, a feeling made worse by the fact that the showers resemble my impression of the prison variety; it’s an open room with large tiled walls and two rows of twelve showerheads with no curtains or dividers.
 
   I drag a metal folding chair across the floor, hearing the echo of the plastic leg tips rubbing off on the concrete. Keeping it just out of reach of the stream, I rest both my towel and fresh clothes on it, then turn on the water and allow it to warm before checking to make sure that I am alone. I finally disrobe and take my place at the nozzle closest to a dividing wall.
 
   In spite of my lifelong enjoyment of bathing, and the fact that it’s been five days since my last shower, the water feels unnaturally warm to the point of making me uncomfortable. No sooner than I’ve stepped in and lathered up, I already long for being warm and dry. Wondering if I’m somehow exhausted, I hunch down in a pose reminiscent of those exiting the afterbirth of time displacement equipment in the Terminator films. “Jeff?” Melody’s outside the door. “Are you okay?” Am I okay? I hear the door whining open and step closer to the shower.
 
   “…what?” I ask, peeking out to find her still wearing the red jogging suit as she approaches with a towel and clothes folded up in her arms. She stops as I return to the stream and rinse off. Once I have a towel, I look beyond the wall again. “You were making… noises…” I towel off quickly and get dressed, stepping around the divider as I dry my hair.
 
    
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Like… I dunno… moaning… or sighing…?” She continues.
 
   “Oh… I don’t… what are you doing?”
 
    
 
   She shrugs the towel toward me.
 
    
 
   “I usually wash up for dinner.”
 
   “You should really dial that back.”
 
   “I know, I know…” She replies. “We’re gonna lose the water. Might as well use it while we got it.”
 
   “Problem is… if you don’t start taking even a few days between showers, you’ll feel like your skin’s crawling inside a week when it goes.”
 
   “Any tips?”
 
   “Start slow…” I continue, not bothering to take in my reflection as I walk past the mirror. “Take six showers this week, five next week… so on.”
 
   “That what you did?”
 
   “In college…” I return to the shower and start gathering my things. “…once you see those communal showers in the dorms and get started on your coursework, you stop bathing as much.”
 
   “Gross.” She replies, her voice muffled.
 
   “You adjust to the smell.”
 
   “That’s disgusting.”
 
   “Better get used to it.” She appears around the divider, leaning against it to listen. “When we lose water, we’ll all stink within a few days. The quicker you adjust, the better.”
 
   “Huh… food for thought.”
 
    
 
   Struck by the notion that I’ve never heard those words come out of her mouth before, I slip my shoes on and nod as I walk past her. “Jeff…” When I turn back, my eyes follow her hand as she unzips her jogging outfit; once freed of the jacket’s restraints, her cleavage relaxes beneath a white camisole, and I instinctively turn back to the door. “Would you mind sticking around? I’ll just be a second.” I nod without looking back, then head for the door. Taking a seat outside, I end up being treated to yet another high school flashback: I was seldom sent into the hall for discipline, but the polished concrete floors adorned with autumn-colored speckles will forever be burned into my brain.
 
   I get bored of this recollection and get up, walking to the opposite end of the hall to view the impressive stack of gym mats blocking the exterior doors from the inside. I put my ear to the wall to see if I can hear anything at the rampart just beyond, but I cannot. I return to the locker room and still hear the shower running, finding myself tempted to cross the parking lot to get to the cafeteria. No, I said I’d wait, so that’s what I’ll do. After some disinterested glances at various posters, message boards, trophy cases, and a peep inside both gymnasiums, the sound in the locker room has transitioned from running water to a hair dryer to silence.
 
   When Melody first asked if she could use a hair dryer, the firm answer from Anderson was no, but with a little persistence, he relented on the grounds that we sit on top of the cars forming the rampart and use a synchronized watch to see if it would be audible outside. Anderson was disgruntled at this experiment, but if nothing else, it proved we could run a hair dryer inside without hearing it outside. Melody finally emerges from the locker room with a big smile, leaving an aromatic scent in her wake.
 
    
 
   “Perfume?” I ask.
 
   “Just a little bit…”
 
   “You know you shouldn’t…”
 
   “Yeah.” She replies.
 
   “…okay.”
 
    
 
   I lead the way to the cafeteria.
 
    
 
   “So…” Melody starts. “I was thinking about that guy…”
 
   “…you’re gonna have to be more specific…”
 
   “You know… the philosophy guy… Rene…”
 
   “Descartes.” I answer.
 
   “Yeah… ‘I think therefore I am’, right?”
 
   “Well, ‘I am thinking, therefore I exist’.” I reply.
 
   “Okay… so… what’s the point?”
 
    
 
   I lift the gate that separates this hallway from the rest of the school, allowing Melody to pass under it before me.
 
    
 
   “Well… Descartes used his perception of his own consciousness as a primer to validate his place in reality…”
 
   “Uh-huh…”
 
   “The funny part is, his beliefs in Meditations on First Philosophy aren’t substantive.”
 
   “…what the hell does that mean?” She asks after a moment.
 
   “He ‘proves’ to himself that he exists, then decides rather haphazardly that his existence has a cause and that the cause must be god, because in his view, something cannot come from nothing.”
 
    
 
   She’s quiet for a minute.
 
    
 
   “So he’s wrong?”
 
   “Well… he’s only a man. To err is human, they say.”
 
   “Uhm… I mean… why tell me if you don’t agree?”
 
   “When we talked about it before, I was using Descartes to illustrate that philosophers seek to address questions like that…” I offer. “Sometimes posing them is more interesting than answering them.”
 
   “So, it’s more like… only you know you exist… and only I know I exist.” Melody replies.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I hate that… if you can’t prove that anyone else exists… I mean… how do you trust them?”
 
    
 
   I shrug. “By having faith.” She smiles. “I like that…” We continue to walk until the silence is replaced by the lively sound of conversation warming the hall.
 
    
 
   “So… d’you ever find the meaning of life?”
 
   “Still working on it.”
 
   “Well, when you figure it out… you’ll let me know?” She asks.
 
   “Absolutely… got any ideas?”
 
   “I dunno… having kids?”
 
    
 
   She smiles and walks into the cafeteria while I consider that. In a scientific sense, sure, all living things are coded with ensuring their own legacy, but I easily avoid drawing any conclusions as I feast on my TV dinner alongside my friends. Unfortunately, I suffer the consequences of tomorrow’s hastily made plans; rather than sit at the same table, Althea, Karen, Rich, and Jake have chosen to set themselves up on the opposite side, close to the windows. Rich eyes me up as I walk toward the table of Anderson, Helen, Mursak, Melody, and Elena with my tray. “This is new…” I say by way of introduction as I take my seat.
 
    
 
   “Heard you guys had a fight?” Melody asks.
 
   “Didn’t we talk about that?”
 
   “I knew he was pissed about the computers, but you never said you gave him a beat down.”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t like that…”
 
   “Gotta be honest…” Mursak starts with a mouthful of food. “The only one of them I miss right now is Karen.”
 
   “Hear hear!” I reply.
 
    
 
   We raise our bottles of water, crumpling the flimsy plastic together in a makeshift toast.
 
    
 
   “That’s mean…” Helen offers.
 
   “It’s true… talking to Althea is like talking to a college professor…”
 
   “That doesn’t appeal to you?” Mursak teases. “I thought you were a brownnose at Temple?”
 
   “Thanks.” I mutter. “And by the way, has anyone here really talked to Jake?”
 
    
 
   Melody raises her arm halfway.
 
    
 
   “He’s never really talked to me.” I add.
 
   “Yeah…” Mursak affirms.
 
   “He always takes Rob’s side, or Rich’s…”
 
   “And you like solidarity so much…” Helen says.
 
   “Right.” I only realize that was a snipe a moment later. “We’ll all cool off once it’s done.”
 
   “As long as everyone makes it back okay.”
 
   “…we’re going to.” Mursak says assertively. “I mean, we know alternate routes, exits, places to hide, alternate transportation…”
 
   “Every blocked road, every squatter…” Helen mutters.
 
   “We know the risks.” I interrupt. “No one knows how different it is out there, and that’s kind of the point. What if the town is empty? What if some people put together a stronghold? What if the highways are blocked? Anderson, you know if something happens where we have to get out of here, we’d better have some advance scouting.”
 
   “You realize I was a scout in the Guard, right? We do recon…”
 
   “I mean if we have to jam out like we did at the community center… no advance warning.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Besides…” Mursak begins. “You started labeling that Delco DOT map…”
 
   “Jesus, where’d you get that?” I ask sincerely.
 
   “Online.” Anderson says with obvious pride. “Printed a 28 by 40 in the graphics lab and put it under a Plexiglas sheet so we can mark it with a grease pen.”
 
   “…when did this happen?”
 
   “Today… and we’re in luck… the Department of Transportation updated it this year.”
 
   “How many copies do we have?”
 
   “I can print another.”
 
   “Bring it with us tomorrow… ohhhh shit…” I sigh.
 
   “What?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Rich is transportation manager.”
 
   “Wait, what…?” Melody asks.
 
   “Remember when we designated roles for everyone, so you’d know what to do if something goes down?” Anderson continues.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Rich is in charge of vehicles and plotting routes.”
 
   “I can’t plan it with him…” I offer quickly, pointing at Anderson and Mursak. “One of you has to do it.”
 
    
 
   Without hesitating, both of them put a finger on their nose at exactly the same instant. “Uh…” Helen starts. They remove their fingers. “Nose goes.” I say. “Rock paper scissor. One round. Winner picks.” They both sigh and get their hands ready. “One, two, three, shoot!” Anderson is scissors, Mursak is paper. “Dammit! You always pick rock!” Mursak says, standing up. Anderson grins and starts chuckling. “Not if it’s something I really don’t wanna do.” I grab Mursak’s arm. “Not now…” Mursak gives a reactionary tug at my grip, and then sits down before I continue.
 
    
 
   “Look on the bright side… you can say Anderson and I dragooned you into it. Let him believe you don’t necessarily want to.”
 
   “So I just tell him I need help plotting a route?” Mursak asks. “We really can’t do this ourselves?”
 
   “Technically we went over his head by not including him in the vote… this is ironclad. He makes the transportation arrangements.”
 
   “All right…”
 
    
 
   After dinner, the first priority is to refill our empty water bottles with tap water; Karen tests it regularly using kits we took from the local hardware store, and the group takes an excursion to the reservoir every two weeks to test the source directly. Following the refill, Mursak goes to Rich and the two of them promptly steal off for the graphics lab. I take advantage of his absence and ask Karen if the three of us can get sleeping pills; now that Daylight Savings Time is over the sun will rise a little after 7:00am, and since none of us are prepared to wake up that early, we’ll need drugs to get the proper amount of sleep. Karen gives us 10mg of Zolpidem apiece. When Mursak is finished with Rich, he informs us of the vehicle for our trip and assures us that Rich will handle stocking it with supplies.
 
   We arrange our weapons and clothes in such a way that we won’t bother anyone when we get up to leave, then go over the route; Mursak relates that Rich favored four-lane, two way roads while avoiding areas that may attract attention. The three of us jointly suggest alternatives in case of emergency, develop a rough consensus, and then individually check each other’s gear to ensure that we have the proper supplies. Our nervous attempts to over-think the trip yields a suggestion that we attempt to call phones potentially left in our four destinations, but this is dismissed as it could draw unwanted attention. My final remembrance is that I’ll need my dorm room key.
 
   Once we’ve finally convinced ourselves we’re prepared, we take our sleeping pills at 9:30pm with the intention of waking up at 6:00am. I fall asleep within ten minutes, praying that Anderson doesn’t snore.
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-20-04, MONDAY
 
    
 
   For some reason, the theme from the Ghostbusters montage is in my head when the alarm goes off, and this motivates me better than I could have imagined. I kill the alarm without waking Melody and take a moment to ruminate on the fact that I don’t feel tired at all. Across the dark room, I can hear Anderson and Mursak getting themselves up as well.
 
   We step out into the hall and disrobe our sleeping articles in favor of jeans, t-shirts, flannel, and boots. I don my trench coat and make sure my fob is loaded with toothpicks. Once dressed, we bring our backpacks and weapons downstairs where we proceed to use the toilet and brush our teeth before repairing to the cafeteria for breakfast, where Karen, wearing a bathrobe over her pajamas, surprises us with defrosted pancakes, tea, and apple juice. As she returns to bed, I’m distinctly reminded of my mom.
 
   Once finished, we clear our plates and head for the gate, where we find the ceiling-mounted security barrier that normally separates us from the auditorium hallway propped open. We duck under, turn left, and walk through the exterior auditorium doors between the flowerbeds to find Rich sitting in the driver’s seat of a white 2001 Subaru Outback with the engine running. We all stop and Rich exits the vehicle.
 
    
 
   “Purring like a kitten.” He says with a smile. “John’s gonna have to drive, it’s a manual.”
 
   “Thanks…” Anderson replies.
 
   “Got an extra five gallons in the back, two spares, enough water and rations for a week, flashlights, batteries, signal flares, sleeping bags, CB, empty backpacks… you boys should be all set.”
 
   “Thanks again.” I offer.
 
    
 
   Before I get in the car, Rich puts his hand on my shoulder.
 
    
 
   “They have movies at the electronics store?”
 
   “Yeah…?”
 
   “Think you could find me Spellbound? Alfred Hitchcock?”
 
   “I own it.”
 
   “Really?! I’d like to watch it sometime.”
 
   “…sure, just let me know…”
 
   “Will do… anyway… safe trip.”
 
    
 
   He pats my shoulder forcibly and makes his way back inside, locking the doors behind him. When I turn back, I find that Mursak has taken shotgun, something that doesn’t surprise me at all. As I settle into the backseat, Anderson continues to adjust his mirrors. I peek into the trunk to find ample space for whatever we might pick up. “Ready?” Anderson asks. Getting no complaints, he eases on the gas and gently takes us out of the parking lot. 
 
   I look at the clock: 7:12. Acknowledging that the sun will officially crest over the horizon in a matter of minutes, I pop in my first toothpick. As we pass in front of the school, Mursak and I turn toward a corpse wearing a green turtleneck sweater beneath a gray suit stumbling through the frost-coated front yard. “Herrr-maaan…” I say disapprovingly. Mursak smiles as he looks back at me.
 
    
 
   “Herman’s the college professor?”
 
   “Nah, he was once a guest lecturer at UPenn… goes to dinner parties on the Main Line whenever he can to talk about the experience… he enjoys brandy in a rocks glass, but doesn’t smoke.”
 
   “Right…”
 
   “And he finds suede distasteful.”
 
    
 
   Mursak laughs hard. “Is he married?” He asks.
 
    
 
   “Oh no… he ended it with Marisole years ago. He’s a widowee.”
 
   “No matter how much I hear that, I can’t get used to it. Oh, right here…” Mursak indicates to Anderson, prompting a turn onto a road cramped with modest, picturesque colonial houses. “Widowee… sounds like a widow on a diuretic.”
 
   “That’s sick.” Anderson offers.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You just made up a life for that Zombie?”
 
   “Herman?” I reply. “He’s been around for a few weeks now.”
 
   “That makes it okay…” Anderson opines. “Secane’s first?”
 
   “Yep… you’re headed the right way…” Mursak affirms, toying with the map. “Uh… you’re going left on Cedar Grove, right on Sproul, follow that to Springfield, then Bishop…”
 
   “Yeah, I get it… we might need to make a detour at 476…”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Check Point 5.”
 
   “Is it set up across the bridge, or before it?” I ask. “Because if it’s before we can probably get around.”
 
   “If not?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Carrell’s parking lot has a shortcut.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
    
 
   Though clearing the dead traffic on West Chester Pike would be a thankless task, we’ve displaced a few accidents on alternate routes, leaving our chosen roads both well-traveled and familiar. We all turn our attention to an undead young man traipsing toward the car to no avail; Mursak once suggested a driving game involving types of Zombies in which each of us would get points for having chosen a specific attribute, but it never caught on. I practically hear him calling that one for being under 25.
 
   As we crest a hill, we can see that access to Sproul has been blocked by a truck that crashed alongside a gas station at the corner, but Anderson knows as well as the rest of us that the alley behind the station leads to several different access points, so he quickly gets us back on track. I feel exposed as we pass by Lawrence Park, one of the few commercial precincts in town large to be called a shopping center.
 
   Once we pass the largest local cemetery on our right and a dense thatch of naked trees and vine-laden forest on our left, we spot Bishop Carrell High School and the wreckage of Check Point 5 blocking the thoroughfare. Anderson slows to a crawl as Mursak and I roll down our windows and scout to keep our tires safe from broken glass and metal fragments. “Cleared?” Anderson says, but I’m not sure if it was a question. When he speeds up, Mursak and I murmur protests.
 
    
 
   “Someone cleared it…” Anderson replies.
 
   “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean…” Mursak starts.
 
   “Look at the road.”
 
    
 
   Indeed, a path seems to have been cleared in a straight line slightly wider than the Outback with a significant amount of debris scuttled off to the left shoulder. Ahead, the k-rails, sandbags, and razor wire of the former Check Point have been pushed out of the way just before the road splits into two bridges over I-476. “Windows up, heads down.” Anderson instructs quietly. Mursak and I comply, both loosing our side arms. The car continues slowly forward until we stop; I can tell by the chain link fence and highway divider I see through my window that we’re on the overpass.
 
   The sunroof slides open and the wind hugs Anderson’s body as he stands on the center console. “What?” I ask. He takes a moment before responding. “476 looks clear. Couple of walkers.” He takes his seat and Mursak starts to sit up. “Down.” Anderson reaffirms. He continues slowly for a quarter mile, and then speeds up.
 
    
 
   “Alright, we’re good.”
 
   “So, uh…” I start.
 
   “Thought it might be a trap.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Doesn’t look like it… eyes and ears.”
 
    
 
   Jarred by this prospect, Mursak and I consider our surroundings judiciously; this includes our collective astonishment when we pass through an intersection with Route 1, which is completely free of cars, an amazing feat considering our proximity to the I-476 onramp. The rest of the trip is an unremarkable trek through hilly, wooded neighborhoods until we get to Bishop Avenue, an intersection that features a startlingly postmodern church with massive, gold-colored statues enacting the crucifixion above the entrance. This shocking yet beautiful installation always fascinated me as a kid. 
 
   My anticipation mounts as Anderson drives along Bishop until we arrive at the Baltimore Pike intersection, abandoning the quaintly dense suburbs for a seemingly unending series of old gray strip malls. Straight leads us down a hill toward Secane and right takes us to our first destination. When we turn right, I glance at Mursak as he transcribes the state of the roads in a notebook. 
 
   There is an unsurprising amount of dead traffic on Baltimore Pike, since this stretch of road features dozens of gas stations, motels, restaurants and big box stores arranged in no particular order. Even before the arising, I detected an unsettling deadness hovering over this stretch of road, thanks largely to the dried up husks of concrete and glass commercial buildings long since out of business. There are more Zombies than I thought there would be, but not enough to make me anxious.
 
   The next thing I know, Anderson turns into the parking lot of our big box destination. He slows down considerably, and I see why when I turn my attention to the street; the broken glass and twisted metal of what used to be the front door have been perverted into rubble, mixed seamlessly with shredded cardboard, at least two corpses, and shards of shattered plastic and circuitry. As soon as he can, Anderson turns the vehicle diagonally into the exit lane and shuts the engine down while I make use of my inhaler as a precautionary measure.
 
   Before Mursak and I can even open our doors, Anderson has his open, his window down, and his rifle perched in the trim. Not sure how to take that, Mursak and I freeze. “Well?” Anderson asks after a moment. Easily interpreting his terseness, we pop out of our doors with our empty backpacks and jog straight for the front. “Sak, cover right, I’ve got left.” He nods and sweeps across the parking lot, his shaggy hair shaking as he perverts his wiry frame into a hunched run.
 
   We approach the door from opposite sides and turn in simultaneously; the only active lighting fixtures appear to be at the far end of the store, hanging forty feet above the major appliances. Mursak reaches for his flashlight, but I signal to halt. “Not ‘til we need it… I’ve got batteries and GPS…” Mursak creeps to the right as he responds. “We’re gonna need a better adapter and more Ethernet cables.” A barren battery display is knocked over before me, but I can still see a few silvery packages gleaming by the checkout counters. I end up with mostly AAAs and Cs. At the end of one counter, there is still an abundance of lithium batteries, so I take all of them as well.
 
   I slink into a partially shadowed CD aisle and hunker down to listen for Mursak, but I can’t hear him in the computer aisle from this vantage. I consider lifting my radio, but we didn’t discuss turning them on in the first place, so if he’s in trouble, he’ll either fire a shot or activate and throw his emergency strobe. I duck-walk down the aisle, occasionally grabbing the odd CD I don’t have, and then cross over into the next aisle to find a display for holiday music. Sure enough, there are several copies of Melody’s CD. It’ll make a nice Christmas present.
 
   I try to stay out of the well-lit areas by remaining between the aisles as I make my way to handheld electronics. Unfortunately, this section has been completely cleaned out. I console myself with the knowledge that a GPS wouldn’t be useful if things continue as they have. I poke my head into the next aisle to find Mursak snatching up a few PC game boxes while toting several packages of 100ft Ethernet cables. I make four rapid, quiet clicks with my tongue and he turns toward me.
 
    
 
   “What else you need?” Sak whispers.
 
   “Got everything…”
 
   “How ‘bout a TV?”
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “…okay.”
 
    
 
   Sak stuffs what he has into his backpack, and whatever doesn’t fit goes into mine. The area around the TVs is dark, particularly the built-in home theatre testing room with soundproof glass doors. Unsurprisingly, most of the expensive displays have been taken, but we manage to find a floor model 60” plasma TV right next to the home theatre. A sound similar to someone swishing in a sleeping bag scrapes out about two hundred feet away on the opposite end of the store. When my head pops up, Mursak freezes. The sound echoes again. 
 
   “Let’s just…” I stop mid-sentence as Mursak’s fingers ball up into a fist on my trench coat lapel. Turning slowly, I see a dozen people sleeping on the floor of the home theatre; they were easy to miss at a glance, arranged in such a dense group that they appeared to be shadows from the furniture, but I don’t know how I avoided spotting the gun rack packed with automatic weapons mounted on the back wall. The toothpick falls out of my mouth.
 
   The swish sounds off twice, and a moment later Mursak is tugging me away from the TV. Keeping our heads low, we go directly toward the tile path surrounding the center of the store and I swing back to look at the room again just as a light switches on. Mursak takes off before I have a chance to react, and someone inside the room blows a whistle loud enough to make me shut my eyes. In a whirlwind of terror, I catch the people scrambling out of their sleeping bags as the swishing noise picks up in tempo and starts heading directly for me.
 
   “START THE CAR!” Mursak shouts from the front entrance, struggling to untangle his rifle from his backpack as he runs toward the bright opening at full speed. Unlike my nightmares, my feet spread apart and push much harder and faster than I could have imagined; my father always said my legs could take me farther than my lungs. As each step draws me closer to the entrance, the unmistakable crackle of an M-16 burst rings out, followed promptly by the bullets smacking into a series of objects to my right.
 
   More shots ring out as I turn left toward the doorway, and though I still have another forty feet to go, I know I’ll be well covered by the shelving unit that extends all the way to the exit. Once my foot hits the sidewalk, I look up to spot Anderson’s rifle poking through of the backseat of the Outback and Mursak behind the wheel, the muffler spouting gray smoke. Knowing precisely what Anderson wants from me, I clear the doorway by making a hard right and run along the side of the building until I make it to the exit ramp. I glance back to see a man in balaclava and a winter coat jog through the doorway, immediately spot me, and raise his rifle.
 
   Before I can turn toward him, an explosion echoes in the cold morning air as Anderson’s .308 round blows a patch of flesh out of the man’s shoulder. His body torques to the right as he uselessly fires off another burst into the parking lot, the bullets audibly ricocheting once they’ve cracked the pavement. The car is already moving before I can finish pulling myself inside, but I still hear the high-pitched wail of a woman finding her fallen compatriot as we pull away.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck?!” Anderson scolds.
 
   “Didn’t see ‘em ‘til the last second…” Mursak replies.
 
   “Jesus Christ…” Anderson works the bolt on his rifle, ejecting the hot cartridge before replacing it with a new one. I wait for a moment to interject. “Good shot, by the way…”
 
    
 
   Anderson explodes into hysterical laughter. Some of the undead continue to list toward the vehicle, but the largest contingent is drawn to the imprudent gunfire and fresh blood of the parking lot we leave behind. “Second gear.” Anderson instructs Mursak. The engine grinds slightly as Mursak makes an awkward transition and Anderson rolls his eyes.
 
    
 
   “So… who holds up in an electronics store?” I continue.
 
   “Seriously…” Mursak adds.
 
   “You have to know someone’s gonna poke around.”
 
   “Maybe they were counting on it…” Anderson says, playing with his rifle barrel. “What’d you get?”
 
   “Batteries… they were out of GPS.”
 
   “Battery backup surge protectors, adapters, games, and cables.” Mursak says.
 
   “So… maybe we don’t tell Rich about that part…” I offer.
 
    
 
   They’re quiet for a moment.
 
    
 
   “Seconded.” Anderson says with a grin.
 
   “Last thing we need…” Mursak offers.
 
   “Secane next?”
 
    
 
   If I had to choose one spot in Delaware County to avoid during an apocalypse, it would be Secane. Evidenced by the daunting hill separating it from neighboring Springfield, the main drag past the railroad tracks is full of cheap apartments that seemed to be a haven of unrest, even if the area features one of my favorite late-night dining haunts in Imperial Pizza. I always felt as though one accident could remove an escape route for thousands of people who dare not flee south to Chester.
 
   Unlike Baltimore Pike, downtown Secane feels oddly serene; the road is free from accidents, and try as I might, I cannot spot a single member of the undead. This concerns me greatly, since Secane should be a refuge for walking corpses if they would naturally travel downhill rather than up. We turn onto the main drag, past the location of so many midnight repasts, and continue toward Anderson’s erstwhile apartment.
 
   As directed by Anderson, Mursak pulls into the outlet for Anderson’s apartment complex and drives past a few Zombies toward the center of the buildings, each a faded brick, five-floor, uniformly square block. Following protocol, Mursak pulls the car around and parks it facing the guaranteed exit from which we just entered. Anderson is quick to depart the vehicle. “We got this one.” Anderson says to me, leading the way as he removes his keys from his pocket. “Radios on.” I call after them, watching them activate their walkie-talkies.
 
    
 
   “Holy crap…” Anderson mutters outside.
 
   “What?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Still got keys to Shar’s… wonder where she is…”
 
    
 
   His sentence fades as he enters the nearest building. Leaving my backpack in the car, I step out and immediately unsheathe my katana; having just cleaned it last week, it should be ready for action. After replacing it, I next check my sidearm, finding that the action is well-oiled and the magazine is full. I chamber a round and insert another after digging in my backpack, then check my radio volume. Feeling restless, no doubt egged on my by recent brush with death and the elevated heart rate granted me by my inhaler, I venture toward the exit.
 
   Turning the corner, I find the walking corpses we passed on the way in spreading out along the path to our exit. I unsheathe my katana again and advance, feeling the wind pull at my trench coat. The first sullen member of the undead steps forward with his arms outstretched, his drooping face essaying a sort of displeasure he is unlikely to comprehend. When he gets close, I gently push him away with my foot.
 
   “Sorry… it’s your time.” I whip the katana across his neck, watching stagnated blood burble up around the fresh wound before his head falls back limp. I step hard on his jaw, rendering him inert. “Who’s next?” Sure enough, another marauder gets close enough for me to touch him before I take off his head at the neck and watch his body tumble to the asphalt like a rag doll.
 
   Wishing to avoid a type of soreness to which I am now only too accustomed, I take a moment to stretch my arms and legs before continuing the assault. A gunshot rings out from the apartments to my left, so I pop the radio off my waist. “What the hell was that, over?” No response. While I wait, I advance on the next body and end him as well. I take a moment to catch my breath and listen to the static on the radio. “Great…” I bring my katana up to the ready and notice seven corpses approaching me from both sides. Pangs of fear wash up and down my bones, but I’ve trained myself to let a rush of anger overtake them.
 
   For some reason, I see red clearer and faster than ever before; I can’t contain my first swing, moving the katana like a baseball bat through the neck of the nearest body before kicking the next closest one. A hand awkwardly fingers at my forearm, and without thinking I locate her midsection, freight-training my shoulder into her stomach as her teeth clatter at my ear. Unsurprisingly, she topples like a house of cards. As I watch her try to stand, the katana is no longer good enough.
 
   Wiping off the blade on the shirt of one of my victims, I sheathe it and wander along the base of the building until I locate a loose piece of rebar. I don my gloves before approaching the next closest body and proceed to beat his skull into mush, closing my eyes as rust flakes off the oxidized metal. I knock the next one back with a quick swipe, putting my foot on his chest to skewer his eye socket before rotating the rusted pole like a butter churn until he stops twitching.
 
   I beat the neck of the next corpse to a pulp before she can even hit the ground, then stomp on her head until I feel the husky crack of terminal brain trauma. It’s been too long since I’ve shot my pistol, so I drop the rebar and pistol-whip the next one. He stumbles back without falling, so I kick him in the stomach. When he gets up, I do it again. “Where’s the challenge, huh?” I do it again, and he has a harder time standing. I stomp his skull into oblivion as well.
 
   There are two left. I level my pistol and take aim, trying to decide which one is worth the bullet. One is a woman dressed for a night at the bar, and the other is a young man in hospital garb. I plug the woman in the center of the nose from only a foot away, watching a geyser of tissue spew through the back of her head. I holster the Colt and vow to engage the young man with my hands.
 
   Taking on one Zombie in hand-to-hand combat is hardly a difficult proposition; they have no tactical skill beyond grappling and biting, so if I can eliminate the possibility of a bite, I can take it down. A roundhouse kick bowls him over, and when he’s on the ground, I press my foot into his chest. Both arms come up simultaneously, so I grab his left arm first and break his elbow.
 
   With the left arm incapacitated, I grab his right arm, one hand on the bicep and one on the forearm, and wrench it until I hear his shoulder separate. I keep twisting until it completely dislocates and I can tear the whole feeble limb off to beat him with it. A few quick stomps deprive him of his jaw, so I set in on punching his temples hard and fast until a daze limits him to feeble twitching. I spin his neck until his vertebrae dislodge and he’s rendered useless, at which point I spit on him and stand up.
 
   “Jesus.” Mursak says behind me with Anderson just a foot away. How did I not notice they were watching me? “Ready to go?” I ask, breathing heavily. They say nothing, so I walk past them. “Wanna tell me what you were shooting at?” I ask, but they remain silent as we get back in the car. I look back to the trunk to see Anderson’s guitar, computer tower, and drum kit, the latter broken into components. “See how weak their bones are getting?” I ask as Anderson drives out toward the street. I’m still met with silence. I think I hear them whisper to each other before Mursak responds.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, looked pretty easy to twist that one’s head off.”
 
   “…yeah… okay… what’s going on?” I ask.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “You don’t think you went a little overboard?” Anderson asks.
 
   “How?” I ask.
 
   “Well… you’re pretty good with that katana…”
 
   “…and?”
 
    
 
   Mursak shifts uncomfortably in the passenger seat.
 
    
 
   “…well?!” I insist.
 
   “…did you have to use your hands?” Mursak asks.
 
   “I dunno… you don’t think it’s important to practice hand-to-hand?”
 
   “Sure…” Anderson adds.
 
   “So… why are we talking about it?”
 
   “Good question.”
 
    
 
   He says it so quickly I know there must be a point he’s hesitant to address. Good. I have no interest in his opinion on this matter, so I suppose it’s just as well that he’s finally decided to shut up. I lean forward to make sure they aren’t whispering to one another as we make our way out of Secane. While they sit silently, I resume my earlier stretches in the backseat.
 
   After a few minutes, we pass by our previous destination to see the front of the store mobbed by a small cluster of the undead. Anderson has to weave around several stopped or crashed cars until he makes it to the I-476 onramp, where it would appear his earlier scouting paid off; despite the k-rails blocking us from changing lanes, the path is clear up to the I-76 interchange, at which point the highway opens back up into two lanes, making it easier to bypass any wreckage we encounter.
 
    
 
   “What’d you think Ambler’s gonna be like?” Anderson asks passively.
 
   “Empty… most of the students live close and commute… the rest are out of state. They had plenty of time to get out.”
 
   “Ballpark it.”
 
   “Between twenty and fifty.”
 
   “Well, that narrows it down…” Mursak offers.
 
   “Fuck you.” I spit. “You have a better guess?”
 
   “Relax…”
 
   “Any survivors?” Anderson interrupts.
 
   “Doubt it. I’m sure there’s plenty of supplies, but I can’t imagine anyone sticking around.”
 
   “Supplies?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Yeah… there’s a dining hall, vending machines, a medical center…”
 
   “Might have to check that out.”
 
   “Let’s not spend too much time getting anything other than Grey’s computer.” Anderson adds.
 
   “It’s… just past ten.” Mursak mutters. “We’ve got plenty of time.”
 
   “Alright… but if the shit gets thick, we bail.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Seconded.” I say quickly.
 
    
 
   The ensuing pregnant silence suggests that Mursak wants to add more. I make Anderson aware that the last exit before the Northeast Extension serves as a back way to Ambler, but we both agree with Rich’s assessment that the highway is a safer method of transit. The amount of accidents at the toll plaza is such that there is only one open lane, so after some careful maneuvering, Anderson revs up the engine and takes us through a clear patch along I-276 until we reach route 309, taking the exit just outside the campus.
 
   As we drive along the road that leads to the dorms, I remember what it was like to live here. It may have only been two months since I’ve last been an Ambler denizen, but I feel like I’m intruding on an alien landscape with structures of stone and brick. Thousands of untouched trees scattered throughout a thick forest surround the campus on all sides with only a thin strip of blacktop and a few feet of grass separating the buildings from the foliage. Matching my expectation, the entire campus seems tranquil.
 
   I crack the window and listen to the outside noise; between the birds chirping, the wind in the trees, and the occasional snapping branch, it still sounds exactly like it did before, the only difference being a constant ringing noise off in the distance. I remember that I would always spot someone I knew being picked up or dropped off as we continue down this road; there always seemed to be people to greet and guards to sweet talk into entering the dorms without my access card frequenting this stretch. This memory dissolves when I don’t see any people, living or dead. I instruct Anderson to stop in front of my residence halls and open the door.
 
   A cold rush of air hits me as I step out. After looking at the building, I poke my head back in the car to get Anderson’s attention. “Two people in the dorm, one at the front door?” I ask, and he nods at me. The ringing sound off to the west continues unabated, and I still have no idea where it’s coming from. All three of us get out of the car and look toward the library, though I sense that I’m the only one to get a chill down my spine.
 
    
 
   “Looks like we might have to put a little overtime in on this one.” I mutter.
 
   “What?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Nothing…”
 
   “Okay…?” 
 
    
 
   I half nod while I start up the shallow ramp to the front entrance. I try the handle, but it appears to be locked and adorned with a hastily made sign: Don’t Open This Door! I shrug, jump over the handrail, smash one of the windows, and crawl inside. The security desk has been kicked over and looks as though it was previously pushed against the door. For a moment, I try to imagine the perspective of the security guard. “Grey?” Mursak says, startling me. He motions forward. “Yeah…” Anderson comes through the broken window behind us to have a look, and then quickly returns outdoors. “Radios on.” He mumbles through a cigarette.
 
   I walk down three steps to the ground level hall, pull out my pistol, and turn right into the ill-lit corridor. The light switches don’t work, but there’s enough illumination from the laundry room to my left to prevent me from pulling out a flashlight. The tangy stench of rot jolts up my nose around the same moment I hear flies buzzing; the combination of these two elements insure that someone must’ve killed themselves and didn’t revive.
 
   In the early days of the arising, we assumed that the undead simply smell like rotten corpses, but Karen eventually pointed out our folly; dead bodies, apparently, have a smell shared by the corpse we found in the shower at the Community Center. Pairing the descriptors we’ve heard and encountered, it’s a combination of rotten cheese, decaying meat, dead fish, bad breath, a filthy restroom, and a dash of nearly imperceptible sweetness.
 
   Reasoning that the undead can’t possibly decompose normally, Karen suggested that this particular form of the Pepsi challenge could be lifesaving when searching buildings. Unsurprisingly, the undead smell worse, but not for the expected reasons, since they are not viable enough to produce any smells normally associated with human odor. Their lack of pheromones only makes this worse.
 
   Since their digestive functions have ceased, whatever remained in their intestines leaks out slowly, leading to a variety of distinct and pungent smells based largely on rotting food. The longer they remain undead, the more this smells like pure rotten meat thanks to their limited diet. But our old friend Steve, still lying bound, gagged, and broken behind our castle, once again provided us with an indispensible tipping point.
 
   Steven didn’t excrete much after death, and those smells are now gone, so it was easy for Karen to deduce that his body wasn’t being attacked by the bacteria that causes putrefaction, and the mere fact that he is still functional contrasts the tenets of autolysis, or self-digestion. The result is pure, unfiltered Zombie stench: mildew and rust. Unwashed skin, hair, and especially wet clothes become fungal after a few weeks, and the spilled blood of victims and spoiled blood in their veins emit a faded metallic aroma.
 
   “Got a body…” Mursak says behind me, peeking into the laundry room. I glance past him to see a broken window and a motionless corpse that has nearly been picked clean. Considering that it’s not worth the risk, I reach into my backpack for a flashlight. Mursak does the same and the two of us walk quietly down the hall toward my room.
 
   The door across from mine shudders with a dull thud, startling me. Mursak wields his crowbar, but I put my hand on it and push it down, shaking my head. Turning to my door, I holster my pistol, pull up the keys, and open the lock. I push it in slowly, and, as expected, no one is inside. I look at the far side of the room and spot my computer with great satisfaction, shutting the door behind us as I walk toward the wall opposite the door and open the blinds.
 
   I go to my closet and grab the leather bag I use to transport most of my computer accessories, stuffing them inside while Mursak examines my room. With everything bagged except my tower, I grab my cell phone, charger, a framed prom picture of Julia and me, my metal shot glass, my flask, and the engraved Zippo lighter Jack gifted me. Struggling to prioritize the necessities, I seize several notebooks, my copy of the Zombie Survival Guide, and then every CD tree in my room. With my arms nearly full, I glance at my keyboard.
 
    
 
   “Mursak, do you think…?”
 
   “Sure.” He responds, to my surprise.
 
   “Thanks…”
 
    
 
   I unplug my Ethernet cable and power strip with battery backup, grab my headphones and the jack for the keyboard, then glance over my room for about a minute. My roommate’s belongings are still scattered around, so I suppose that he either left in a hurry or remained permanently. I ignore the pangs of depression informed by the higher education I will never complete and follow Mursak to the hall.
 
   I turn back and set my tower down for a moment to write a message on my whiteboard. 12-20-04. This is Jeff, I have survived. Reach me on my cell phone. I leave the number, pick up the tower, and we walk out to the front. After we exit and put all the stuff in the car, I start toward the cafeteria. Aside from the odd building poking out of the grass and the overly large parking lot, we’re surrounded by open ground for about a thousand feet in every direction until a solid wall of trees traps us in on all sides. “Where’s the medical center?” Mursak asks. I motion to my left.
 
    
 
   “Is there a police station?”
 
   “A small one, yeah.” I reply.
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “‘Hmm’ what?” Anderson asks.
 
   “There might be guns.” Mursak asserts.
 
   “If they had guns the cops would’ve taken them.”
 
   “Come on, Grey, don’t you think it’s worth checking out?”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know, what time is it?”
 
   “10:34.” Anderson responds.
 
   “So we have plenty of time.”
 
   “That’s not the issue …” I add. “I don’t want to stay any longer than we have to.”
 
   “We just swing by in the car, right?” Mursak insists. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”
 
   “One thing at a time.” Anderson says authoritatively as we approach the cafeteria.
 
   “Fine…”
 
    
 
   I first try the door, but it’s locked. I go around the right side to a big bank of windows, putting my trench coat over the edge of one pane and smacking it with the butt of my Colt. “Did you really have to do that?” Mursak asks. I stare back at him for a second, reach inside the hole I just made, unlock the window and swing it open like a door. “Oh. Never mind.” It seems as though half of the tables and chairs are missing from the cafeteria, but it otherwise looks as though it was just closed a week ago. With no bloody messes anywhere inside, I have to assume that anyone who saw this building realized the windows made it a poor choice for a safe haven.
 
   Once in the serving area, Mursak and Anderson make their way into the back to grab food. I sincerely hope they just get canned goods, because anything else from this place might make me sick, since the cafeteria usually got the worst kinds of meat; if memory serves, they got the worst kind of everything, except when they had a guest chef come and make dessert crepes, or sometimes Bananas Foster.
 
   A scream emerges from the kitchen area, followed by several heavy thuds. I poke my head in the door to see Anderson standing over a dead man in navy coveralls, his head resembling a chocolate covered cherry cracked open in a ring at the top, exposing a bright, leaky red orb. After looking up at me for a second, Anderson slams his crowbar into the brain, sending mushy bits cascading off.
 
   Leaving Anderson and Mursak to their devices, I go back to thinking about Bananas Foster, listening to the sound of cans being shuffled about in the kitchen. For some reason, my recollection of this particular dessert makes me wonder what kind of drinks we can make for the upcoming holiday, which in turn makes me think about New Year’s and forces out a line of questioning I might not have otherwise considered.
 
    
 
   “Hey Anderson…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What’s going on with you and Helen?”
 
    
 
   For the next twenty seconds, I hear nothing but shuffling cans.
 
    
 
   “…what?” He replies, finally.
 
   “What’s going on with you and Helen?”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Come on, dude… are you guys, like, dating, or what?” I ask.
 
   “I dunno…”
 
   “…you don’t?”
 
   “We don’t like to talk about it…” He says with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “…we?”
 
   “Yeah… let’s just leave it that…”
 
   “Dude, it’s not the Spanish Inquisition… are you or aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   More cans shuffle. “Sak, can you check that freezer?” He mumbles, actively ignoring me. “Alright you secretive bastard…” After a few more minutes, the two of them come out of the kitchen with their bags nearly full. I make sure to look Anderson in the eye, smile, and shake my head as he passes me. The three of us go out the way we came in and drop our supplies at the car when I hear something I can’t quite explain.
 
   An extended howl rips out from the residential neighborhood beyond the trees to the east, loud enough to stop all of us in our tracks. The unclear nature of the noise this far away makes it impossible to categorize, but I’d say it was either a person screaming or a car revving. Our silence is rewarded by a follow-up noise that is most decidedly human, likely a person screaming out an angry sentence at the top of their lungs. After a moment, a car can be heard clearly tearing off down the road as the shouting continues, followed by three distinct shots.
 
   “Pistol.” Anderson and I say simultaneously. We listen for another thirty seconds and get nothing; if this doesn’t expedite our departure, I imagine nothing will. “So… medical center?” Mursak asks, to my chagrin. I watch as Anderson struggles with a decision and finally shuts the car door. When Sak walks off toward the buildings to the west, Anderson follows. I bring up the rear once I’ve had a chance to pop in another toothpick.
 
   As we continue west, the ringing sound I heard earlier and have since ignored becomes unavoidably audible. After a few more strides, I locate the source as the library and computer center, separated from the road by a gentle downward slope and obscured by sparse trees. During the minute it takes us to approach the solid beige façade, I count about fifty undead milling beneath the shadowed entrance alcove.
 
    
 
   “Uh, no.” I mutter.
 
   “What?” Mursak asks.
 
   “You don’t see that?”
 
   “They haven’t seen us…”
 
    
 
   I sarcastically raise my arm to point. 
 
    
 
   “Come on…” He continues.
 
   “Sak, do you not see that?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Relax…”
 
   “Uh… no?” I continue.
 
    
 
   Oblivious to our plight, Mursak marches confidently toward the clearly marked medical center jutting out of the grass like a mobile home anchored in front of the library. As a few Zombies on the outside of the group begin their staggering turns toward us, Anderson pulls up his crowbar and advances quickly. The mass now seems to be less distracted by the sound, more tempted by the smell of fresh meat.
 
    
 
   “Sak…!”
 
   “He’s not listening…” I offer.
 
   “No shit!”
 
    
 
   Anderson starts tapping the crowbar into the blacktop as he walks back toward a massive, angular iron sculpture jutting out of the meadow by the road. Once there, he bangs the crowbar into the hollow metal in a makeshift dinner bell while I advance toward Mursak, who smashes the glass in the medical center door with his rifle and reaches in to operate the handle without even looking. I wish I could slap him for that.
 
   He pulls the door open with one swift jerk, and to his surprise but no one else’s, a corpse steps toward him and makes a violent slash at his throat. Mursak dives back toward the railing and throws himself over, only a few feet away from the advancing horde. An instant later, the front half of his attacker’s skull blasts apart with the echoing crack of Anderson’s rifle, splattering dark red chunks on the wall behind it. 
 
   I turn back to see that Anderson has already switched back to his crowbar, and I think he mutters something about a grenade. I return my attention to Mursak, who has already used his formidable climbing skills to mount the railing and cruise back inside the medical center. Seeing that he’s not at risk of being accosted by the group, I finally turn my attention to them. The result is nothing short of shocking.
 
   To date, I’ve only killed one Zombie who represented someone I knew; John Squared met his unfortunate fate at my hands nearly two months ago. When I look at this group, I can pick out at least twelve of my former dorm dwellers, including my roommate Paul. A wave of nostalgia washes over me so heavily that I feel like calling out. I knew these people. I talked to them. We took classes, played volleyball, and ate dinner together.
 
   After gazing at Paul, I next turn my attention to Andrea, the bookstore clerk whose advances I ignored while I was dating Julia. As Anderson shouts commands from behind me, I pull the rifle off my shoulder and take three steps forward while taking aim. Paul is first, and I shatter his glasses with a blast through his orbital socket that sends him and two other Zombies to the ground. I take aim at Andrea and miss. I miss again. I strike her in the chin, causing her to shuffle backward. When she turns toward me in response, I pause to steady my aim and fire a shot that blows the top of her jaw apart, sending her teeth in every direction as it rips through her skull and mists the surrounding bodies with the brains that once harbored affection for me.
 
   “GREY! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?! BACK UP!” Anderson shouts, prompting me to shoulder my rifle and switch to my katana. I look back to see him strafing to the right in an attempt to pull the crowd away from Mursak. Since it seems to be working, I join him and swing even wider, pulling the radio off my belt.
 
    
 
   “Sak! Get out of there!”
 
   “Almost done…” He replies.
 
   “Come on, you greedy bastard…” Anderson mutters.
 
   “Just a few more…”
 
   “NOW!”
 
    
 
   I shout so loudly that I go hoarse, and taking another step introduces me to a dizzy spell that temporarily clouds my vision. Mursak remains inside, but only a few of the undead are headed after him. I take a stride around Anderson to confront them, but he pulls me back.
 
    
 
   “Get the car!” Anderson instructs.
 
   “I can’t drive stick!”
 
   “Fuck it!”
 
    
 
   Anderson bolts toward the Outback, leaving me alone to face the thirty-some corpses ambling forward. Following my original plan, I circle around the group, keeping twenty feet between us, and draw the few headed toward the medical center away. When I look back, I see that they’re already turning toward me, giving me only ten feet on either side before they can touch me.
 
   Panic sets in as I step out of the sun and into the shady grass outside the library. My heart is pounding against the roof of my mouth, making it harder to breathe. I try to steal a peek inside the medical center, but between the shade from the trees and the darkness within, I can’t see Mursak. As I retreat along the asphalt path to the library doors, a car horn squeaks through the hammering bell. I turn to look past the bodies closing in, glimpsing a spark of white paint and a hurried reflection of trees flashes across a car windshield.
 
   I take two strides and leap as the Outback detonates the cluster of Zombies. The tires squeal as I pull myself to my feet and run wheezing toward the medical center. The Outback spins around in an arc as the rear end takes out another swatch of bodies, and as I slam myself into the side of the stairs, the passenger door skids by my face, close enough that I could touch it with my nose. My fleeting glance inside reveals Anderson’s gnarled face as he torques the wheel.
 
   “Sak!” I scream, out of breath as I secure my hand on the railing and pull myself clear of Anderson’s wrath. I clamber up the walkway and blast through the door, instantly locating Mursak picking through a pharmaceutical cabinet. Without hesitating, I grab him by the backpack and yank him through the doorway amidst a sea of curses. He tries to resist, but my anger fuels my muscles enough to pull him down the steps toward the now frozen Outback as Anderson hangs his head out the window coughing.
 
   Mursak tries to push past me, but I shove him up against the car as we both look back to see a carpet of wriggling bodies splayed across the ground, their old blood dripping off the side of the building and the bark of the tree outside to soak into the soggy grass and warm blacktop. When I open the door, Mursak steps inside without complaint, allowing me to hop into the passenger seat before Anderson speeds off along the strip, passing both residence halls before arcing back toward the main road. 
 
   “Breathe out the windows!” He shouts, lowering them all and opening the sunroof to vent the gas from the deployed driver’s side airbag. Anderson races off, allowing the wind to help clear out the car before placing his shirt over his face and leaning back in to better control the steering wheel. After a moment, the noxious gas of the airbag has been blown out. I want to look back at Mursak, but I’m too furious and too out of breath.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe this thing is still driving…” Mursak states.
 
   “What the FUCK was that?!” Anderson shouts.
 
   “Give me a…”
 
   “SHUT UP.”
 
   “We need medical supplies…”
 
   “Was that in the FUCKING plan?! Was it?”
 
    
 
   Anderson lets out an escalating grunt of displeasure before banging his hands repeatedly into the steering column. Finally, I catch my breath enough to turn back.
 
    
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well what?” Mursak replies.
 
   “What the fuck is in your skull?!”
 
    
 
   I face front as he launches his rebuttal.
 
    
 
   “…we don’t have any medical supplies you didn’t get from the hospital… this place had prescriptions…”
 
   “Worth getting bitten for?” I ask.
 
   “You wanna die from a cold?”
 
   “Worth getting bitten for!?” 
 
   “You wanna die from a cold?!” Mursak repeats. “Yeah, it was a risk, but if one person gets sick in the group… forget fighting, forget rationing, forget planning, we’re all dead…”
 
   “If you want to pull a goddamn stunt like that, you tell us first…”
 
   “Exactly!” Anderson pipes in.
 
   “Why do I have to tell you anything?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Because we’re in charge.” I state.
 
   “Oh, who put you in charge…?”
 
   “He did!” I shout, pointing to Anderson. “You go off and pull a retarded stunt like that, you’re liable to get us all killed… we run this group so that doesn’t happen…”
 
   “Like it did with Julia?”
 
   “STOP THE FUCKING CAR!”
 
    
 
   The force of my insistence sees Anderson slam on the brakes a few meters from the intersection with the main road. I turn back to see Mursak horrified. “If you ever say anything like that again, I will wound you, and feed you to those things. Is that clear?” Mursak is barely able to nod. “WHAT?!” He mutters an apology as I turn back to face the road. Anderson continues driving, and after a few seconds, I launch an assault on the dashboard with my fists, punching it repeatedly until my knuckles go numb.
 
   The rest of the drive down I-476 is understandably silent. As we’ve traversed much of the Blue Route without incident, we deviate slightly from Rich’s flight plan by continuing south in the northbound lanes; if we encounter any northbound traffic en route, we can easily divert to the empty shoulder to allow for the right of way. We disembark at the Villanova exit around 11:45, making it to Bryn Mawr without incident, though Anderson has to sidetrack to Montgomery Ave. rather than the more convenient Lancaster Ave. due to either a rather massive accident or a carefully composed blockade of vehicles. I imagine we’d debate the topic if we weren’t silently stuck in an argument.
 
   As we pass by a row of houses, a flare explodes overhead. Anderson slows down as we all lower our windows to listen and watch. Apart from the moaning of a few resurrected corpses now drawn to the hollow crack of a glorified firework, the streets are silent. Among other things, this event resets our social tête-à-tête by way of necessitating a strategy.
 
    
 
   “Do we look for them?” I ask.
 
   “Them who?” Anderson rebuts.
 
   “Whoever shot that…?”
 
   “…no?”
 
   “What if they’re in trouble?”
 
   “What if they’re not?”
 
   “All right…” Mursak interrupts. “Do we assume that was directed at us?”
 
   “Yeah…” I continue.
 
   “And the odds of something bad happening just as we pass by are astronomical… I mean, ludicrous, right?”
 
   “So either they’re just trying to get our attention… or it’s a trap.”
 
    
 
   Anderson utilizes his master control to raise the windows and speeds away. The car falls silent as I look out the back window to see a cluster of undead meandering across a road that stretches into a shadowy patch of trees near the source of the flare. “Everything’s a trap…” I mutter loud enough for them to hear, prompting Anderson to shift uncomfortably in the front seat. “Remember when I went to the reservoir with Karen last week?” Mursak asks. I lean back to indicate he has my attention.
 
    
 
   “I heard two people talking.” He continues.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Off in the distance… behind us… it wasn’t clear, but I heard it. One of ‘em laughed.”
 
   “Okay… I don’t know why you’re telling me this.” I say, looking at Anderson as he remains silent.
 
   “Notice the stores seem more cleaned out each time we visit?” Mursak replies. “There’s someone else in town… and in two months, we haven’t seen each other. Or worse… we’ve never seen them.”
 
   “Don’t be melodramatic… you weren’t there when we met Dave and his posse… they didn’t mess with us, we didn’t mess with them. If they’re anything like us, they don’t want to draw attention. They’re harmless.”
 
    
 
   The car stays quiet for a moment.
 
    
 
   “That’s really bullshit.” Anderson adds.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Two months ago Gordon’s still had guns, the supermarket still had canned food, Wawa still had bottled water… and we snapped it up. If there’s someone else out there and they go dry on one of those… where’s the first place they’re gonna look? And what if they don’t feel like asking?”
 
    
 
   This raises the hairs on the back of my neck swiftly enough to activate my tear ducts, a sure sign that I’m either adequately gauging Anderson’s level of discomfort or that I felt the same thing at one time and suppressed it. Thinking through this makes me want to be home. Not my old house, of course, but the high school. My urge to discuss the matter further is censored by the physical manifestations of Anderson’s continued distress.
 
   In a matter of minutes, we’ve arrived at the former Mursak residence, which looks much the same as when we left. Anderson and Mursak volunteer themselves for the entry, owing to their better knowledge of the premises. It’s just as well, since my knuckles are now red and swollen. The fact that Julia had never been here infects my brain once I’m left alone, so I do myself a favor by concentrating on her intently for several minutes until I feel compelled to think of something else. Fortunately, as I sit in the car alone clutching my radio, fear about what happens when we get back takes over.
 
   No doubt Rich will be upset about the state of the car and feed us some bullshit on how it could have been avoided, but we can get Anderson to relay our dire circumstance and the importance of our new topographic data to shut him up. We’ll update the map with Mursak’s notes, unpack and sort our gear, set up our computers, and finally start gaming.
 
   I suppose first we’ll have to select our new rooms so we can avoid rearranging whatever setup we achieve, but I have to wonder what that does to the group structure. I assume Anderson will take a room with Helen, but will Mursak take up a domicile with Elena? Are Rich and Karen moving in together? What happens to Jake and Althea? Or Rob? Does anyone intend on staying in the keep? Does Melody expect to share a bed with me?
 
   I take a moment to remind myself of how futile this line of thinking is when weighed against our diminishing food supply and the possibility that we’ll run out of water. Once the power goes out, we’ll have to incorporate the remaining frozen meat into various stews, provided the gas holds out long enough to keep the ovens going. Anything that goes bad will have to join the rest of the rotten meat basting at the bottom of our swimming pool.
 
   Then, as the food supply dies out, we’re going to have to go hunting and foraging. Despite his role as the resident expert in all things manly, Anderson is appalled at the idea of hunting, skinning, and cooking any animal larger than a goose for sustenance. Considering the size of our group, nothing short of a deer would suffice for a decent meal, so Rich has taken to familiarizing himself with the finer points of field dressing. Throughout all of this, we’ll be steadily increasing our regular exposure to the undead, which always carries an unquantifiable set of risks.
 
   Anderson and Mursak return to the car, shaking me out of an extended daydream by filling the remainder of the trunk space with yet another computer tower, a laptop, a box of various gadgets, an acoustic guitar, and several of Elena’s treasured toys. Anderson starts the car and takes us back toward the high school via a rather circuitous route to avoid all of the former checkpoints. Fortunately these roads are fairly well traveled, allowing us the comfort of feeling as though we’re out of danger for several minutes before we arrive at the high school. It’s a valuable decompression.
 
   Anderson radios in our return moments before we’re within striking distance of the school, prompting Rich to meet us in the driveway. I take in his distraught face moments before Anderson parks the car and our voyage officially ends. “What happened?” Rich asks before we can even open the doors. Sensing my attempt to avoid him, Anderson steps out first and takes over relating the essentials of our affair. “Hit some Zombies.” Apparently, Anderson’s gift for terseness survived the journey. “Yeah, alright…” Rich says, evading an argument. “Kinda surprised it kept going after that.” Anderson continues.
 
    
 
   “Airbags deploy?”
 
   “Yeah… thought for sure the inertia switch would shut off.”
 
   “ECU shuts it down on this one.” Rich replies.
 
   “Still…”
 
   “I disconnected it.”
 
    
 
   Anderson looks at him crossly.
 
    
 
   “…what?” I ask.
 
   “When the airbags deploy, the engine control unit shuts down the relay for the fuel pump… you know, so you don’t catch on fire or blow up. Which means when the airbags go off, you can’t drive.”
 
   “…so?”
 
   “I turned it off.” Rich says proudly.
 
   “…couldn’t have told us that?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Didn’t think to. I figured you’d be better off driving away from any accidents… better than gettin’ eaten alive while you try to figure it out.”
 
   “Good call.” Mursak offers.
 
   “All right…” Anderson interrupts. “Let’s unload and get on with the AAR.”
 
    
 
   True to his military background, after we’ve stored our weapons and unloaded our wares, Anderson engages us in an after-action review so Rich can debrief us and ascertain what happened, why it happened, and how it can be done better in the future. Before we commence, I collect a bucket of ice and wrap my knuckles in rags to abate the swelling. Despite feeding Anderson’s already inflated ego, the structured AAR environment censors Rich’s ability to retaliate angrily due to its conservative nature. When the subject of the computers comes up, Anderson shuts Rich down by joking that he only wanted to retain his cache of porn. I honestly can’t tell if he’s being facetious.
 
   After we’ve settled the AAR and had something to eat, the four of us leave each other’s company; Rich volunteers to take a bag of perishable trash to our compost heap behind the pool, Mursak takes the combustible trash to the stairs under the breezeway, and Anderson goes for a nap. At this point, I finally decide to stake a claim in room 212, a science classroom that overlooks the courtyard. Before I can set up my computer or get any of my bedding in order, I finally plug in and turn on my cell phone, making my mother the inaugural call.
 
    
 
   “Jeff?!”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me mom…”
 
   “Is everything okay, are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine… got my phone back.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “…went and got it.”
 
   “Jeff, that’s very dangerous…”
 
   “I know, but you know we don’t take stupid risks. We went out and did some scouting to make sure we could leave in a hurry if we have to…” I don’t know why I’m lying. “…and we were close enough that I could pick it up… are you guys okay?”
 
   “We’re fine… there aren’t any of those things out here. No imports, you know… but the Pompano Beach Club manager let us pay up about a year at their extended vacation rate… the staff still show up every day, and they couldn’t be nicer…”
 
   “I wish I could be there…”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “Well, we get the continental breakfast… we get to use the beach…”
 
   “Describe the beach.”
 
   “No tourists anymore… it’s amazing how quiet it can be. Crystal blue water as far as you can see… almost like there’s nothing on the horizon… white sand… you should see the sunset… I don’t even know what to say… it’s still so green though… everywhere you turn there are tropical plants… and the air is fresh…”
 
   “It is?”
 
    
 
   As my mom continues talking, I can only imagine that their mainland amenities will dwindle and that the island’s self-sufficiency will shape its future.
 
    
 
   “Jeff?”
 
   “Yeah mom?”
 
   “Oh, I thought we lost you…”
 
   “No, still here.”
 
   “Have you heard from David?”
 
    
 
   I quickly try to formulate a lie. “When’s the last time you heard from him?” I know for a fact that it was a week ago, when I asked Alan to use David’s phone to text them.
 
    
 
   “A week ago?”
 
   “Yeah, he still texts me every couple days… he’s alright.”
 
   “Have you thought about him coming down?”
 
   “Mom, I told you…”
 
   “… I know…”
 
   “It’s too much of a risk to get him down here…”
 
   “… I know… I just want to hear his voice again…”
 
    
 
   She starts weeping. I cover the receiver and sigh.
 
    
 
   “Mom, it’s okay…” It’s not. “It’s just… we’re at ground zero, so it’s quiet here…”
 
   “Are you gonna be okay for winter?”
 
   “Karen’s already had us stocking up on blankets, winter clothes, and space heaters… we’ll be fine. Our kind survived an ice age… we’ll be all right. Look, mom, now that I have my phone again I’m gonna text David. We can talk more… some other time.”
 
   “Okay then… well, I love you, and tell David I said that…”
 
   “I love you too… and I will…”
 
   “Be careful…”
 
   “I will… tell dad I love him too. Bye mom.”
 
   “Bye Jeffy…”
 
    
 
   Once I hang up, I stare at my phone. I’ve wondered on at least a few occasions what would happen once I got it back. Who’s called me? What kind of messages have I gotten? The anticipation is disrupted by my urge to leave it off to another day, or at least later tonight. I instead prioritize the tasks that initially guided my path to retrieve my computer; printing and storing all of the writing that was most important to me.
 
   I remove the substandard desktop computer that currently occupies my bedroom and install my own, quickly negotiating the network landscape previously simplified by Mursak. I check in with several large websites and discover that about three quarters of them aren’t responding, likely on a permanent basis. Fortunately, I’m able to download or copy cached entries from both Xanga and Deviant Art, the two places I most frequently posted my writing. Once I’ve stockpiled the essentials and some of the non-essentials on my home screen, I begin printing them out in a series of attractive fonts I’d previously culled on my computer.
 
   Following this, I find the recorded works of The Noctambulists in all their forms and manage to fit them all on a single CD, burning two copies and labeling them appropriately. Satisfied with the progress of the poetry and online diaries, I next amass the vital essays I was working on in college and print them too. Unsatisfied, I locate and print some of my lesser work, leaving the pages double-spaced to make corrections if I see fit. The floor of my ‘bedroom’ quickly becomes littered with stacks of paper, each carrying a title page bound to the rest with staples. As the printer continues rumbling, I wrap Melody’s CD in computer paper and write her name on it.
 
   When I’ve finished printing off the last bit of my work, I still find myself unfulfilled. Am I missing something? Maybe I need an organization system. A filing cabinet, perhaps, or a fire safe? As I wander around the room in search of answers, I happen to glance at the courtyard to see Jake strolling out from beneath the breezeway, disappearing in the direction of the band room. Feeling as though I’ve done enough work for one day, I decide to see if Jake is any more willing to talk to me than the last time I tried to speak with him a week ago.
 
   Once I’ve dropped off Melody’s gift under the tree in the cafeteria, I head to the breezeway and walk into the courtyard to find Jake sitting on the same bench Karen and I sat upon yesterday. On my way over, I notice he’s smoking a cigarette, which is something I’ve never seen him do. “Hey there…” I say affably. He half-turns his oblong head and gives me a subtle nod, his long brown bangs getting caught in his thick eyebrows. I immediately want to ask what he’s doing out here, but decide that might seem an adversarial line of questioning.
 
   “Long time.” I start, picking up his reply in the form of a barely audible scoff. “How’ve you been?” He continues to say nothing. “Do you… want me to tell you how I’ve been?” He savors a drag off his cigarette. “I guess you just want to smoke in peace.” A slight smile escapes the ring of peach fuzz around his lips as he quietly snorts. I stretch out on the bench, wondering if it was a mistake for me to come out here. “Get your computers alright?” Jake asks, finally.
 
    
 
   “Uh, yeah… not too messy… almost got shot by some squatters.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah… good thing Anderson’s a helluva shot.”
 
   “Karen’s better.”
 
   “Don’t tell him that.”
 
    
 
   We both chuckle. On our last trip to Gordon’s, Anderson decided it would be smart to take some air rifles for target practice, whereupon Karen revealed that her father taught her how to shoot when she was little. Her impeccable marksmanship outmatched Anderson, and the incident left him firing away into the cold, dark night while most of us slept. 
 
   “So, when’d you take up smoking?” I figured the brevity of laughter would allow me to ask this question casually, but Jake goes right back into mopey teenager mode, shrugging me off dismissively. “Alright… you don’t have to tell me.” He turns his head and mumbles something, which I decide to let go for a moment before changing my mind, creating an awkwardly interminable pause.
 
    
 
   “…what was that?” I ask.
 
   “…nothing.”
 
   “Jake… what’s going on?”
 
   “What’d ya mean?”
 
   “Come on…”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you.” He mutters.
 
   “Whatever you’re thinking… I mean… are you just not feeling social…?”
 
    
 
   He shrugs again. “…do you just want me to ask yes or no questions?” Yet another scoffing laugh. “Come on … help me out here.” An annoying smile remains fixed on his face as he exhales a deep blast of smoke, drops his cigarette, crushes it with his foot, and stands to walk away. “Whatever man…” My eyes stay fixed on the smoldering butt as he slinks toward the breezeway. “You really gonna leave that butt?” He stops instantly. Jackpot.
 
    
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “You do realize we’re attempting to grow plants back here?”
 
   “Right there?” Jake asks incredulously.
 
   “No, not right there, but do you really want the only safe patch of grass we have covered with garbage?”
 
    
 
   He turns around, staring through me with his cobalt eyes.
 
    
 
   “Wait… okay… you’re not my father…”
 
   “That’s right. I’m in charge.” I assert.
 
   “Oh, right… who elected you?” He asks, and I scoff in reply. “You just waltzed in here and nominated yourself…”
 
   “You followed me in here. You wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for me.”
 
   “Oh really? Would Kate?”
 
   “…who’s Kate?” I ask.
 
   “…FUCK!”
 
    
 
   I try to quiet him down as he shakes his arms in a blind fury.
 
    
 
   “Right, right, sorry, she was your girlfriend…”
 
   “That’s what I’m talking about… you don’t care… you never cared… we should be grateful, right? Rich tells you someone else should be in charge right after your best friend shows up, and what do you do?”
 
   “Keep your voice down…”
 
   “NO! You pick yourself, Anderson, and the guy who just challenged you… that’s friggin’ politics if I ever saw it…”
 
   “Anderson was gonna be in charge no matter what…”
 
   “It doesn’t matter…”
 
   “Listen!” I stand up. “And he was gonna ask my opinion… we were both gonna ask Rich’s opinion…”
 
   “And what about the rest of us, huh? Sure, you’d ask Jules…”
 
   “Back off…”
 
   “No… you’d ask your ‘girlfriend’… ask Karen about medical stuff… when’d you ever ask for Rob’s opinion? Or Ava’s? Ally? Melody? What about me?” He pauses for dramatic effect. “You never asked me shit. You barely even talk to me. And all I do is what you tell me.”
 
   “That’s not true…”
 
   “Yes it is.”
 
   “Okay, seriously?” I start. “It’s not like I’m standing over you with a control bar…”
 
   “Oh, sure… semantics… you know what I mean… I ask Rich for help, Anderson asks me to do things… you tell me. You gave everyone these little jobs… internal surveillance, external surveillance… you couldn’t even think up one for me.”
 
   “…because you didn’t want one.”
 
   “Bullshit, it’s because…”
 
   “No no no, wait… you’re telling me you don’t want me to tell you what to do. And I asked you… asked you… what you wanted when we were making those assignments. And your answer was nothing.”
 
   “Bullshit, you wanna make me your bitch. But you already got someone picked out for that job.” Jake snorts.
 
   “…what are you talking about?”
 
   “You don’t need a hint. She sleeps with you.”
 
   “…what are you on?” I screech.
 
   “Alright, play dumb… we all know what’s going on.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on… what, you think I’m sleeping with Melody?”
 
   “I think you wanna.”
 
   “…I think we’re done here.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
    
 
   Jake walks away, his head tilted back. “She why you took up smoking?” I ask. He scoffs hard and shakes his head a bit too violently. The door to the breezeway blows open before Jake can get there and Anderson storms out. I barely hear the conversation, but Jake cowers like a scared puppy as Anderson berates him, pointing inside. I can only make out the end, where Anderson states “Go get your gun.” Jake goes inside while Anderson marches over to me. “Anderson asks me to do things…” I mock silently.
 
    
 
   “What was that?” Anderson calls out.
 
   “He’s acting like a child…”
 
   “No shit… they’re startin’ to bunch up on the Southwest corner.”
 
    
 
   He doesn’t need to say another word to get me to chase him to 218. Anderson, Jake, and I are the Alpha team in situations like this. Inasmuch as Jake claims he has no role, he’s responsible for relaying commands to the rest of the group while Anderson and I assess the situation during combat. Mursak, Rich, and Althea are Beta, while Melody, Rob, and Helen are ostensibly Gamma. In acknowledging Karen’s indispensable nature, we try to avoid putting her in harm’s way, but if necessity calls, she’d replace Rob.
 
   Anderson takes the walkie off his belt. “Hel, AlCon two. Repeat, AlCon two. Out.” I consider how unnecessary the use of his radio was, since we just passed by her, but I decide to let it go. A moment later, her voice is on the loudspeaker. “Alert Condition 2. Assume defensive positions. Repeat, Alert Condition 2.” I wonder if Anderson had to break something to drop the volume on the announcements, because she always sounds hollow and tinny.
 
   Rich already has the weapons closet open and hands off our guns, indicating that Jake is waiting by the entrance. “How many?” I ask Anderson, trying to calm my wheezy lungs with a hit off my inhaler. “Six, at least. They always bring more.” We find Jake waiting by the gate, and once we’ve descended the rope ladder, he opens the door and lets us exit first.
 
   Anderson takes point, stopping as soon as he passes the tail end of the bus. He slinks along the back, looking off toward the street as he waves for me to follow. “Just the six.” He says, pointing to the lawn. Among the group, I notice Herman. “Oh, for Christ’s sake…” I scoff. Anderson indicates with a stern look that I’m not taking this seriously enough.
 
    
 
   “We have a situation here…” Anderson grumbles.
 
   “No we don’t… it’s Herman. He hasn’t done anything.”
 
   “You wanna risk waking up to twelve tomorrow?”
 
   “They pass through sometimes, it’s not a big deal.”
 
   “This is why we don’t give ‘em names.” Anderson says, his irritation showing. “You think he’s not a problem… he’s a Zombie. He’s not gonna think twice when it comes to you.”
 
   “Dude, it’s not like I’m buying him dinner… I don’t care about Herman…”
 
   “Stop calling him that!”
 
   “What does it matter if I call him Herman or turtleneck?” I insist.
 
   “…do you feel bad for him?”
 
   “You know… Christ, I’ll take care of it.”
 
    
 
   Anderson mumbles something behind me as I walk past him into the group of six. Their arms come up when I unsheathe my katana, their tired old bodies following their fingertips toward me. Three women, two men, and one I can’t tell the sex. In a fit of pique, I take a wild swipe at the first one and send his head tumbling to the ground with the usual gurgle of blood from the severed neck. Herman’s next, but I don’t get a perfect slice and his head ends up flopping back over the nape of his neck. Sorry Herman.
 
   ‘It’ is next, and I screw up again, leaving the head dangling on the thick skin at the base of its skull. Three slices later and I’m left with the sound of clicking teeth as the severed heads uselessly bite at the air. When I turn back, Anderson and Jake are already on their way over. I walk over to the car blocking the closest library entrance to retrieve three crowbars and a tarp from the trunk as Anderson and Jake beat the decapitated skulls into oblivion. An hour later, our pool party has six more guests. Fortunately, the overpowering odor of chlorine abates the stench of brackish corpses.
 
   Once Anderson affirms AlCon zero, which is a complex way of telling everyone to resume normal activity, I treat myself to some potato chips and iced tea back in my room, stopping to pick up the comfy leather wheeled chair in the guidance counselor’s office I noticed a few weeks back. Seated in this chair in my new room, I decide to put on Pink Floyd’s Animals, an album I’ve always used to inspire work. When I look back at the stacks of paper piled on the floor, I can’t think of how to get started.
 
   After twenty minutes of feeling frustrated and annoyed at my lack of motivation, I wonder if this mounting irritation points to a psychological problem when it dawns on me that we have a shrink. I went to a psychologist once when I was doing poorly in high school, and though I remember feeling defensive at first, once he and I got to talking I actually felt a lot better. Maybe an afternoon of feeling pissed for no reason won’t be good enough for a psychologist, but if nothing else, it’ll give me a chance to let Althea practice her craft. If I formed my opinion of her correctly, that’ll be the best way to get her to open up.
 
   How does one even approach the idea of asking another person in the group for mental guidance? Is it not an inherent sign of weakness, or am I stronger for admitting that I need help? I pull at my hair as I think of ways to approach Althea, but I eventually decide to start a casual conversation and drop hints, causing the mechanisms instilled by her education to kick in. Maybe she’ll start helping me without even knowing it.
 
   It occurs to me that I’ve made this decision while walking toward the spot where I expect her to be; she goes to bed in the evenings and prefers to ‘work’ alone, often slinking to the computer lab in the first floor technology wing. With all the computers available in the school, it seems strange that she’d hole up in a room with only one door and no windows. Sure enough, I walk through the doorway and find her typing away. As I knock on the door frame, she kicks back her shoulder length blonde hair with a jerk of her head and matches her blue eyes to mine, smiling. “Hey…” She says softly, looking down at her keyboard.
 
    
 
   “Hey… you seen Karen?”
 
   “I… think she’s with Rob…”
 
   “Ah, gotcha… she ever call you in for a consultation?”
 
   “No…” Her laugh is affable, yet detached. “But I’ve talked to him.”
 
   “He officially a psycho?”
 
   “Hah… uh…”
 
   “I’m kidding…” I mutter. “What are you working on?”
 
   “Editing my thesis.”
 
    
 
   I’m struck by the notion that this means she still believes she can achieve a degree. To this moment, Karen, Anderson, Mursak, and Rich have all agreed with my assessment that this will not end, and I suspect Melody feels the same way, but I dare not broach the subject with anyone else. I stroll over to an adjacent chair and have a seat.
 
    
 
   “What’s it about?” I ask.
 
   “It’s… uh… complicated…”
 
   “Oh… is it… going well?”
 
   “I think so…”
 
    
 
   I’m already out of conversation topics. “How are you doing?” She asks, keeping her eyes trained on the screen.
 
    
 
   “Good, I guess… rough day.”
 
   “Wanna tell me about it?”
 
   “Sure… uh…” Before I can continue, I realize the jig is up. She knows why I’m here. “…I dunno, I feel… aggravated.”
 
   “Any thoughts on why?”
 
   “I don’t want to keep you here all day…”
 
    
 
   She pushes away from the screen to face me.
 
    
 
   “Just start wherever you’re comfortable.”
 
   “Well… I’m still thinking about Jules-y’know, I’ve been to a therapist before, and I know the stages of grief… I think anyone’d tell you I’ve been through them all.”
 
   “The Kübler-Ross model? Some people have different experiences of it… but everyone ends with acceptance.” Althea says firmly.
 
   “Ahh… I see what you did there…”
 
   “…but I sense that’s not what’s troubling you.”
 
   “…very perceptive.”
 
   “Do you know what is?” She asks.
 
   “Well… I just got my cell phone back today…”
 
   “Yeah, Rich told me about that…”
 
   “Christ, did he get a megaphone…?”
 
   “I’m sorry…” She waves her arms. “I don’t want to complicate that… please continue. Your cell phone.”
 
    
 
   It takes a second for me to push the anger down.
 
    
 
   “I just talked to my mom…”
 
   “Was that hard for you?”
 
   “No… well… I dunno, I guess it’s just sort of frustrating… I mean, but that’s mostly my fault…”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I, uh… she doesn’t know my brother Dave is dead.” I reply.
 
   “Oh… I’m sorry… when did that happen?”
 
   “A… few weeks ago?”
 
   “Are you planning to tell her?”
 
   “Well… I just don’t see the point… you know they’re on vacation, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Karen mentioned it.” Althea mutters.
 
   “So I don’t know what good it’ll do her…”
 
   “What happens when they come back?”
 
    
 
   Althea absolutely believes this is going to end. I’m content to let her believe that as long as she needs to.
 
    
 
   “I dunno… I… I made it worse… Dave lives in Penn State, and… a mutual friend has his cell phone. When I talk to him, I ask him to send her text messages. She thinks Dave’s receiver is broken.”
 
   “Hmm… you think we might be getting away from the point?”
 
   “…I’m sorry?” I ask.
 
   “I know this situation with your mom is… difficult. What about the situation with your brother?”
 
   “…what about it?”
 
   “Does something else about it upset you?”
 
    
 
   When I inadvertently glance at the door, she immediately gets up to close it. As she turns back, I realize that her pasty skin, white-blonde hair, piercing eyes, and lean figure give me the impression of a German spy in the 1940s. She must look like some actress I’m forgetting.
 
    
 
   “So… what upsets you?”
 
   “…the fact that my brother is dead?”
 
   “Jeff… I know you’re smart enough to see what I’m asking.”
 
    
 
   Is this how shrinks talk?
 
    
 
   “Well… I guess I sometimes think about… us as kids… playing, you know… going to school. Christmas…”
 
   “Did you think of him as vulnerable?” She asks.
 
   “…yes.”
 
   “What could you have done?”
 
   “I could’ve… called him…”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I was just… so focused on us…”
 
   “Julia?” Althea asks.
 
   “…yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I love her.”
 
   “Do you love your brother?”
 
   “Of course…” I insist. “But I was in love with her.”
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “Hold up a sec, Althea…”
 
   “Jeff, call me Ally, please.”
 
   “Ally… I already know I put a higher value on romantic attachments than I do familial ones.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Because the affection I get from others is an affirmation of my self-worth. I feel like I need it because I felt undesirable to the opposite sex for so long.”
 
   “You really have been through therapy…”
 
    
 
   We both laugh.
 
    
 
   “So…” She continues. “If you had called your brother, what would you have said?”
 
   “Depends on when I would’ve talked to him. I asked my mom to tell him to go west… before I thought it spread to Penn State. But he stayed… so did my other friends… a couple days later he was dead.”
 
   “So if you’d spoken to him after he decided to stay… what would you have said?”
 
   “He needed to find everyone else in the building, round up supplies, get off the first floor…” I pause to think it through. “If they were already inside, he needed to get to Alan and Jack…”
 
   “Jeff, could you have guaranteed his safety?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “What could you have done?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Does this bear any relationship to what happened to Julia?”
 
   “I… I don’t think so…”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “We knocked a door in… and there was a Zombie on the other side… he, uh… had a scalpel… cut her.”
 
   “Was there any way to know that was going to happen?”
 
   “No?” I reply.
 
   “You sound unsure.”
 
   “There were… mattresses pushed against the door…”
 
   “So it made sense that someone would be on the other side?”
 
   “Of course, or we wouldn’t have opened it…”
 
   “Could you have anticipated what happened next?”
 
   “Of course not.” I state.
 
   “So what could you have done?”
 
    
 
   I see the game here. A swell of irritation boils up inside me as I sense a moment of epiphany that should have come from me, not her. A few seconds later, this feeling washes away.
 
    
 
   “Nothing…”
 
   “And John Johnston?”
 
   “I… how did you know about that?”
 
   “Your friends told me.”
 
   “I could’ve… nothing.”
 
   “Having acknowledged that… how do you feel about it?”
 
   “Empty.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of survivor’s guilt?”
 
   “I think so…?”
 
   “You’re alive, Jeff… and this problem claimed the lives of two people you cared about. Would you switch places with them?”
 
   “…yes.”
 
    
 
   I’m too ashamed to admit I wouldn’t switch places with Dave.
 
    
 
   “Sometimes we encounter situations we can’t comprehend… they don’t make sense. You don’t have any answers. And when you can’t divine any, it’s easy to place the blame where it doesn’t belong. Counterintuitively, the people who blame themselves have the shortest path to recovery… provided they get proper treatment.”
 
   “So… I blame myself for what happened to them?”
 
   “Did you really doubt that?”
 
   “No… I guess I didn’t.”
 
    
 
   We sit silently. After a moment, she sits back in her chair.
 
    
 
   “So… do you feel any different now?”
 
   “Not… really… I mean… if there’s nothing I could do…”
 
   “Ever heard about the Zen master who had a college professor ask him about Buddhist enlightenment?”
 
   “I think I missed that one on the men’s room wall.”
 
   “The Zen master pours him tea, but doesn’t stop when the cup is full. By the time it’s overflowing off the table, the professor tells him to stop. The Zen master says ‘Like this cup, you are full of opinions and speculations… I cannot show you Zen until you empty your cup.’”
 
   “Wow.” 
 
   “I don’t want to overload you… if there’s something else you’d like to talk about, we can do it another time… after you’ve had a while to think.”
 
   “Ally… thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
    
 
   I shake her hand and walk out of the room, feeling as though her anecdote was the push off a ledge I’d been sitting on for too long. Delivered as a cumulative punch after everything before it, she might be the fastest working shrink in the business. Feeling lost in the hallways I know only too well, I continue through the doors and up the steps toward 218, but as soon as I set foot in the second floor hallway, I hear two voices in distress.
 
   It only takes me a few more steps to pinpoint the source: Rob is howling away in the new nurse’s station, or medlab. Reasoning that human repairs were best left to a location with a safe escape route on the second floor, all the supplies in the nurse’s office were moved within two rooms of the keep so the population would be close and still avoid listening to Rob’s tantrums. This one sounds like a whopper.
 
   Rob’s voice cuts out moments before Karen comes bounding through the door; once she spots me, she immediately turns away. “Karen…” I jog over and she keeps her back pointed at me while Rob’s diffused wails continue through the closed door. I put my hand on Karen’s shoulder and she shudders. “It’s nothin’…” It’s something. I finally get her to turn around, but she attempts to hide the right side of her face.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothin’…”
 
   “Karen!”
 
    
 
   My tone shocks her enough to face me and reveal a blushing red swatch on her right cheek. “Look, he asked for a candy bar… when I got it, he wanted a cigarette… I said no, and he just… he went crazy…” I pull her skinny shoulders into my chest for a hug. After a moment, I release her, sensing that she’s more irritated than upset.
 
    
 
   “He’s fine now…”
 
   “He doesn’t sound fine.”
 
   “Jeff, I can handle it!”
 
    
 
   I step away. “Did he threaten you?” I ask, and she can only respond with a scoff. I nod and reach for the handle.
 
    
 
   “Jeff, no…”
 
   “He hit you… he needs to know that’s not okay.”
 
   “Stop…” Karen starts. “I told you, he’s got PAWS…”
 
   “…doesn’t mean he’s allowed to hit you!”
 
   “We don’t have a lot of trazodone, but it’s been effective…”
 
   “Hasn’t he wasted enough of our shit?” I ask.
 
   “We’re not gonna be usin’ trazodone…”
 
   “I don’t care! What’s to stop him tryin’ to kill you?”
 
   “…fear.” She admits.
 
   “Is he afraid of me?”
 
    
 
   She says nothing.
 
    
 
   “Karen, is he-”
 
   “I heard you.”
 
   “Well?”
 
    
 
   Her silence says enough. I turn the handle and she plops her hand on my wrist. “Karen. I won’t hurt him.” Karen releases my arm out of either exhaustion or indifference, letting me enter the room undisturbed. Rob, bound to one of the old examination beds from the nurse’s station, instantly clams up. He tries to wriggle away as the blood surges through my veins, burying his head in the pillow and whining when I get close. Saliva bubbles up at his lips when I slap my hand on his wrist and pull it toward me.
 
    
 
   “I don’t care what you’re on. If you touch Karen again, I’m gonna tie you up, cut you, and leave you in the middle of the road.”
 
   “Hrrrmmm…”
 
   “LOOK AT ME!”
 
    
 
   Rob has a hard time making eye contact. “I know what you did in the community center, before you tried to shoot me. That’s two strikes. One more… I knock you out and you don’t wake up until they’re taking pieces out of you. Do you understand me?” He blinks the tears out of his eyes, nods, and I let go of his wrist. He recoils like a worn slinky as I make my way to the door.
 
   I open it to find Karen clutching her walkie. “Let me know if he does it again.” Karen nods, stepping back into the doorway. As I head down the hallway again, Melody exits 218, smiling at me as she heads to the bathroom. The idea of going to my room doesn’t seem as inviting as it did previously, so I head to the caf. Once there, I find Anderson and Helen digging in to pre-packaged meat, cheese, crackers, and drinks.
 
   “What’s the occasion?” I ask. This question has become standard when we’re eating anything other than stew. Anderson hands me the box with the edge pointing out, making sure I don’t miss that the expiration for this particular batch was yesterday. Obligingly, I go get myself one so they don’t go to waste. Once Melody enters and receives the education I just did, she gets one for herself and rejoins the group. “I used to think the kids that had these were so lame…”
 
   She’s met with silence, but I subtly nod in agreement; does bringing lunch anywhere ever stop being embarrassing to some degree? It’s like keeping plastic bags under the sink or rationalizing buying something because it’s on sale. “How many we got left?” Anderson holds up his hands to signify nine with his fingers. I nod again and dig in. “I don’t care if it’s lame, I’m gonna miss ‘em.”
 
   “Why’d you have to say that?” Helen asks. She pierces me with her glare, but after talking to Ally, I don’t feel particularly submissive, so I drill her with a return stare. In moments like this, I can’t understand what Anderson sees in this girl beyond what’s between her legs. She finally returns her eyes to her food in a manner so casual I don’t feel as though I’ve won the staring contest. That this disappoints me is depressing beyond words. “How’d you guys make out?” Melody asks, attempting to curtail the silence. I wonder if it was a double entendre.
 
    
 
   “Good…” Anderson responds.
 
   “Oh. Must’ve been exciting.” Melody quips. I snicker.
 
   “We got our computers and our instruments… we got shot at, almost wrecked a car, and came back… anything else?” Anderson snips.
 
   “You got shot at?!” Helen spouts, her eyes snapping toward Anderson as he attempts to shrug it off.
 
   “It happens.”
 
   “John…” Helen starts. “It doesn’t just happen…”
 
   “I’m just sayin’… sometimes you’re gonna get shot at.”
 
   “Was anyone hurt?”
 
   “Yeah, the guy he took out!” I blurt.
 
    
 
   I chuckle as Anderson grins, but Helen is clearly unimpressed.
 
    
 
   “Look, ah…” Anderson starts, trying to change the subject quick enough to avoid Helen’s reaction. “They might’ve followed us back…”
 
   “Who?” I ask.
 
   “The Zs.”
 
   “…okay?”
 
   “So we should keep a lookout.”
 
   “I’ll take care of ‘em.” I reply.
 
   “…yeah.”
 
    
 
   I detect something I don’t like in his voice. I can sense my subconscious brain trying to snuff out my rage, but on a day like today, I’m not prepared to roll over.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I said yeah.” Anderson responds.
 
   “I heard you. And?”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Don’t bullshit me.” I insist.
 
   “…just let it go…”
 
    
 
   I slam my tray on the table as I stand, ensuring a silence that echoes throughout the cafeteria. Melody runs her hand along my arm awkwardly as I watch Anderson’s rage boiling up to match mine. “You had somethin’ to say in the car today. You’ve got somethin’ to say now? Spit it out.” Anderson drops his hands on the table and stands, bringing his diamond-sculpted cranium and steely glare a foot from my face.
 
    
 
   “You’ve lost it.”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Every time you go out there you’re a liability. Ever since Julia you’re acting like a fucking nut… you wanna tell me why?”
 
   “Yeah, Jeff…” Helen starts.
 
   “Was someone talking to you?” Melody snaps.
 
   “Don’t talk to my girlfriend that way.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Oh, is that what she is? Well, if you’re gonna have this conversation for her, tell her not to butt in.”
 
   “Who asked for your opinion?” Helen asks.
 
   “Shut up. What do you do besides sit in the ‘security closet’ and pull him around by his dick?”
 
   “Hey!” I shout, pushing my voice up. “This is between me and him. You were saying?”
 
   “Look…” Anderson sighs. “It sucks for all of us…”
 
   “I think it sucks just a bit more for me…”
 
    
 
   Anderson’s eyes drill deep into mine.
 
    
 
   “Don’t ever say that to me again.” He whispers. “You weren’t on the reservoir. You think the guys I was out there with were crash dummies!? I knew every one of ‘em. Strollzy… Cardone… Gorski… Petriello… Steve Siatskas was two feet in front of me… I watched one of those things take a bite out of him. His blood hit my face… and then it came after me… I shot it, and I shot Steve. You don’t get to tell me how bad you have it.”
 
   “Great story…” I start. “And… maybe I’ll never understand. But I’m not in the Guard. So I don’t want to hear another word about it… I don’t care about sniper certification, combat exercises, what Patton had to say… your pal Steve sacrificed his life. How’d you repay him? You went AWOL.”
 
   “God DAMMIT!”
 
    
 
   Anderson lifts his tray and snaps it over his knee. The silence that ensues is physically exhausting. “We’re done talking about this, psycho.” I take a deep breath and sit down to resume eating. Anderson yells some more expletives as Helen watches in terror, and after he’s kicked and punched enough walls to wear himself down, he returns to the table. I glance back at the door just in time to see Jake duck away and run up the stairs. Anderson rapidly shoves food in his mouth as the rest of us continue to eat slowly and quietly. “We can’t keep doing this.” Helen says softly. It may be the first time I’ve ever agreed with her.
 
    
 
   “Let’s just hope we regret it enough to move on.” I reply.
 
   “I don’t have any regrets.” Melody opines.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “I don’t have any regrets.”
 
   “You mean… about what just happened?”
 
   “About anything…”
 
    
 
   The sense of reconciliation I felt a moment ago is stanched as my blood steams up to a rolling boil.
 
    
 
   “Then you must give shitty apologies.” I sneer.
 
   “What?” She replies.
 
   “You don’t regret anything? Never done something you were truly sorry for?”
 
   “Of course I’m sorry for stuff, I just don’t regret it…”
 
   “When you say ‘I don’t regret what I did’, you’re saying you’d do it again the same way…”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t believe in regret, I just learn from things…”
 
   “…but if you’d do it again, you’re not sorry…” I insist. “You never looked back and wished you’d done something differently?”
 
   “Yeah, that doesn’t mean I regret it…”
 
   “That’s… exactly what it means…”
 
   “I wouldn’t change it…” Melody replies, getting irritated. “…that’s what I mean when I say I learn from things… like, now I know not to say that around you… I don’t regret saying it.”
 
   “This is, like, the worst example…” I continue. “I mean… if you slapped your mom… how do you not immediately regret it? What do you ‘learn’ from something you don’t regret? And don’t say ‘not to slap my mom’…”
 
   “…Jeff, calm down…”
 
   “Better than that… Anderson just said we all lost someone… what did you learn from abandoning your parents…?”
 
    
 
   Melody slaps me so hard I forget where I am. She lifts her tray as she stands, slamming it on a countertop as she starts toward the door.
 
    
 
   “Just so we’re clear…” She continues. “I don’t regret that…”
 
   “You’re just pissing off everyone today…” Anderson grumbles.
 
   “You know… FUCK!” I scream.
 
    
 
   I pick up my tray and launch my leftovers into the wall on my way out the door. “That’s a waste of food…” Anderson shouts at my back. I peel through the doorway and rush toward the main hallway, turning back to see Melody chasing me down. “That was a shitty thing to say.” She calls after me.
 
    
 
   “I know.” I mutter.
 
   “Do you regret it?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Jeff…” She shouts, stopping me. “It wasn’t pretty… but it was honest.”
 
   “Very constructive…”
 
    
 
   She grabs my shoulder and spins me around.
 
    
 
   “No, it was ugly, and sometimes it’s like that!”
 
   “I can’t talk about this.” I interrupt.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I can’t stand when someone says they have no regrets… like you don’t make mistakes… it’s bullshit!”
 
   “Look, you’re not gonna change me…” Melody continues. “I believe what I believe and that’s it.”
 
   “Great… since you know everything, I won’t bother to argue next time.”
 
    
 
   Melody scoffs, turns, and marches down the hallway.
 
    
 
   “What?” I call after her.
 
   “I don’t know what planet I’m on!”
 
   “Earth!”
 
    
 
   She turns back and comes at me.
 
    
 
   “Asshole… you know what I meant…”
 
   “No, I really don’t!”
 
   “You’re opening your mouth and words are coming out, but you’re not making any sense… what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Look outside!” I shout. “That’s what’s wrong with me…”
 
    
 
   I only have a few seconds to absorb the shock in her face, but it’s more than enough. “I don’t… I don’t know what to say.” She puts her hands on either side of her nose and shakes her head.
 
    
 
   “Jeff… you’re the only one who’s tried to make me feel welcome here… I wanna help.”
 
   “…help me what?”
 
   “What Anderson was saying… about Julia…”
 
   “…you wanna help me get over it?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “…HOW?!” I scream.
 
   “I don’t know! And you don’t know either! You’re sure as hell not gonna solve anything by taking it out on them…”
 
   “You’re one to talk, what’d you solve by sleeping around?”
 
    
 
   I thought the last slap hurt, but this time she belts me so hard I can’t even remember what consciousness is.
 
    
 
   “STOP that!” I sputter.
 
   “WHAT… IS YOUR… FUCKING… PROBLEM?!”
 
   “Are you gonna stop hitting me?!”
 
    
 
   Melody turns away, putting her hands on either side of her nose as she takes several deep breaths. “Child molester.” She says loudly enough for me to hear as she walks away. “WHAT?!” I shout back. She turns. “You heard me. I never screwed around with a freshman. I never cheated on anyone. You don’t get to judge me. If that’s what you want, you can go fuck yourself. You must be good at that.”
 
   When she turns away again, I start walking behind her. “Don’t follow me.” She calls over her shoulder. “We’re both going the same way!” I retort. She mutters something as she spins around and stomps past me in the other direction. When I pass the cafeteria doors, Anderson and Helen look up. “Show’s over.” As I make my way up the steps, I realize that I have no reason to return to my room, so I instead walk over to the security office. The hum of TVs in the darkness is both inviting and unsettling, and in spite of the copious amount of time Helen hides here to avoid other duties, the screens are covered with dust. I recall placing a dust cloth and glass cleaner in here, and I find both unused. After cleaning the screens, I have a seat.
 
   How did I get myself stuck with this bunch of pricks? I don’t remember anyone bitching about the leadership when it was saving their skin. I don’t remember anyone telling me it was bad for morale to kill Zombies before. I sigh hard enough to fog one of the monitors in front of me. Using my sleeve this time, I wipe away the condensation just as the camera autofocuses poorly, revealing a moving discoloration in the bottom left corner.
 
   I look at the rest of the monitors; when Anderson and I positioned the front cameras, we made sure we wouldn’t have any blind spots. Sure enough, another color monitor confirms the presence of a walking corpse shuffling across the lawn. I grab the public address mic. “Alert condition one. I’ve got it. Someone monitor.” I jog over to the keep and open the door to the darkened room, catching Elena as she brushes the sleep out of her eyes. Mursak has an arm around her, but he’s completely out.
 
   “It’s okay, hun, you can go back to bed.” I say, walking into the weapons closet. “I heard a noise…” She coos. I click on my belt, grab a pair of binoculars, and shut the door behind me. “Bug problem.” I hear her verbalize her disgust as she lies back down. We’ve accepted as a group that we can’t forever shield Elena from the undead, so Mursak chose to explain the situation to her in a way that the rest of us don’t fully understand, and using her insect aversion to keep her unaware of the danger was masterful.
 
   Once I have my trench coat, I turn on my radio and head directly for the rope ladder. Judging from the lack of light outside, it must be heavily overcast. After squeezing my way between the bus and the wall while donning a pair of gloves, I quickly identify the aforementioned discoloration and manage to sneak up behind it, removing her head with one clean stroke. Noticing that my victim’s clothes are spotless and stench-free, she must have died of either dehydration or a medical condition, meaning the odds favor my not touching her any further. I pull a swatch of ripped t-shirt out of my pocket, carefully wipe my blade, sheath it, and use the cloth to pick up her severed head by the hair.
 
   I walk past one of the long-since siphoned generators to the statue of a colonial Quaker who likely bears no resemblance to the real Thomas Massey. I swing the head over my shoulder and bash it on his bronze knee, then toss it in the direction of the body; fortunately, the grass is high enough to keep her concealed until we need to remove more bodies.
 
    
 
   “He’s clear. Over.” Jake announces on the radio.
 
   “Confirm? Over.” Anderson asks.
 
   “Confirmed. Alert condition zero.” I reply.
 
   “Don’t go out alone next time. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   I lower the radio to my waist and look back at the school, quickly spotting two figures on the auditorium’s highest point. I pull up the binoculars and easily make out Melody and Jake via the cherries on their cigarettes; Jake pretends not to notice me and Melody ignores his glances. I turn back to the street and stroll to the sidewalk, kneeling as I approach. I take a long look in both directions with the binoculars, seeing nothing of interest until something passes in front of the lens.
 
   I jerk them away from my eyes; it was a snowflake. Taking a deep breath, I cast my gaze skyward to take in the silvery billowing clouds as more skinny dots drift down from the heavens. I wait for a minute, closing my eyes to listen. When I open them, the ground has been powdered, and a final look in either direction reveals lessened visibility. I stand up and walk back.
 
   Once I’ve returned my sidearm to 218, I pull the queen mattress I’ve been sleeping on through the door, turn right, make a left down the first hallway, and pull it into room 212. I push three of the wide science desks together in the middle of the room, then push them toward the back cabinets and drag the mattress on top, being careful to avoid the stacks of paper. I then get all of my clothes, unused bedding, Julia’s ashes, and various other items out of the keep, make the bed, find drawers for my clothes, and continue tidying up until I’m satisfied. I take the rather large rug out of the teacher’s lounge one floor below me, push the stacks out of the way, and spread it out beneath my new bed.
 
   When I return to my computer, I put the prom picture of Julia and me on top of my tower. I consider playing a game, but my phone catches my eye first. It’s officially been a crappy day, and though my talk with Ally will stand out as a bright spot, I should probably get the phone messages out of the way before I do anything else. I glance at the clock as I dial my voicemail number. It’s 4:45.
 
    
 
   “First Message: October 9th, 2004, 8:47pm.” 
 
   “Hi Jeffy, it’s mom. I just wanted to be sure you got receipts for gas when you went home. If you pay with your debit card I’ll transfer however much you need back. Call me back if you need any more money, sweetheart. Love you, bye.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 9th, 2004, 10:29pm.”
 
   “Yo, Grey, it’s Anderson, it’s about… 10:30. I know you’re probably at Bandrome, you bastard… just calling to say what’s up and make sure you tell everyone I said hi. It’s like the usual bullshit goin’ on around here… I could be there, but they’re puttin’ us to bed so we can wake up bright and early to roll around in shit. Whatever, I don’t have anything. Call you tomorrow.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 1:36am.”
 
   “Hi Jeff, this is Mrs. Marino calling… I don’t know if you’re with Julia now, but if you are, or you know where she is, I need you to call me back… she didn’t come home tonight and she’s not answering her phone. If you’re with her or you’ve seen her… tell her we’re not mad, we just want her home as soon as possible, please. Thank you.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 11:32am.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s mom… Susan just called and said they were saying something on the news about protestors in Broomall? Have you heard about this? I tried calling the house but you didn’t answer, and I don’t know if you’re home, but they said you’d be better off locking your doors and staying quiet. Please call me back when you get this, it’s very important, Jeff… I love you, call me back…”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:01pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s mom again, Susan called back and said it’s a bad idea to stay in the house, but I don’t know where else you should go?! Dad and I are looking on the news but we can’t find anything about this… Jeff, you have to listen to me, they said that the protestors… they said that some of them were attacking people. Jeff, you have to call me back as soon as you get this, I don’t know if you turned your phone off when you went to sleep… oh god, Jeff, just please pick up the phone… I’m gonna get David to call you. Look, when you get this, unless you’re already back at college, I want you to get out of Broomall. Go over to Susan’s house, but if you’re at Temple, don’t go back home for any reason, and call me back! I love you… call me…”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:15pm.”
 
   “Yo, Jeff, it’s your brother… mom just called saying that there were rioters or protestors in Broomall attacking people or some such business? I mean, have you heard anything about this? We just want to make sure you’re all right, but I guess you’re probably still asleep… well, as you can imagine, mom is freaking out… I’ll probably just call back later, but if you wake up and get this, call me, but call mom first, all right? Later dude, bye.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:35pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s Anderson, I’ve only got a few seconds… uh… we’re deployed in Broomall. There’s some kinda… riot… thing… I dunno, it just, ah… hold on…”
 
    
 
   His voice is followed by thirty seconds of fumbling and silence with Anderson talking in the background.
 
    
 
   “…alright, my ass’d be court-martialed if they heard this, but listen up. My company’s being deployed to a Check Point on 252 at the reservoir. We’re supposed to cut off anyone tryin’ to escape, but we’re helping civilians. You get in your car and drive the fuck out here, just pretend you’re tryin’ to leave. Approach the check point slow and get out with your hands in the air, you can bring Julia or whatever… I’ll say I know you, but you didn’t hear any of this shit from me, you understand? It’s a giant fucking shitstorm… Jesus Christ, you better not be asleep. Don’t call back… we’re headed out. Later.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:52pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s Susan. I just talked to your mom a little while ago and she told me she can’t get a hold of you. I’m calling to let you know you can come here and stay … that’s what your mom wants. I’m calling Alan to tell him to call you too, I don’t know if you’re not answering your phone or still asleep, but call your mother, then call me back…”
 
   “End of message…”
 
    
 
   This isn’t so bad. In fact, it’s kind of nice to hear these people’s voices and know how concerned they were.
 
    
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:57pm.”
 
   “Yo Jeff, it’s Alan… uh, my mom just called me and said something about there being a riot in Broomall? Uh… I dunno… she said, uh… you might be screening your calls or something? So, uh… she said your mom wants you to go to my house if you can… and, uh, if you’re at college you should just stay there. I guess… I don’t know? Call your mom, call my mom, and if you get the chance, call me back…? Bye.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 12:59pm.”
 
   “Ah, yo G, it’s Jack, sittin’ like… five feet from Alan, who, ah, just called you. I don’t know, thought you might be screening for some reason, but I’m figuring like forty people called you this morning, and… uh, well, I figured one more couldn’t hurt. I mean, obviously call your mom… but if you get the chance, call Alan or me back. Later dude.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 1:35pm.”
 
   “Yo dude, Drew. Just got off the phone with Jack, saying something about a riot in Broomall. I know Bandrome was last night, so I figured you’d be there. I don’t know. Just wanted to make sure you were okay and everything. Uh… lates…”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 10th, 2004, 7:50pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s your father. I’d like to think that if you could get to a phone you would’ve called us, but I think I know what’s going on. You don’t know the number here. If you don’t have your phone, you probably don’t have anyone’s number. If you were at home, you would’ve used that phone already, so you must be at college and you forgot your phone at home…”
 
    
 
   If I ever had to spot my father’s line of thinking, it’d be this sort of on-the-spot theorizing. Doesn’t matter what happened; if someone is late, if one of my friends died in a car accident, his first response is a logically-reasoned guess as to how it happened.
 
    
 
    “…isn’t gonna matter much if you aren’t gettin’ these messages. Look pal, it goes without saying you have to call your mother. Everyone’s worried, even if you told ‘em what an expert you were on… Zombies. They grounded air traffic goin’ in and out of the country… I don’t need to tell you how big a deal that is. We’re gettin’ a flight back to Philadelphia and we’re comin’ to find you, no matter what it takes. I love ya, pal.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 11th, 2004, 10:31pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s Susan again. We heard on the news that the military barricade didn’t work… they’re sayin’…they’re sayin’ we have to evacuate… we have to leave our house… we’re all goin’ to one of the rescue centers… you know the Y on Garret Road? I don’t know if you’re gonna get this, but if you aren’t at one already… that’s where we’ll be. I can’t… Jeff… I know you’re alive. Just… if you get these messages, please get in touch with us as soon as you can.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 12th, 2004, 10:44am.”
 
   “Yo Jeff, it’s Alan again. Uh… just got word that you’re alright. I didn’t hear about your phone or anything, though… I guess… uh, just call when you get this? My mom told us that she wanted me, Jack, and Dave to come down to the Y in Upper Darby, ‘cause it’s a rescue center? I don’t know. A lot of people are tryin’ to leave and the roads are pretty clogged up… but, uh… seems pretty stupid to go out in a car… I think… we’re all staying up here. I haven’t talked to Dave, but my mom said he’s staying too. I don’t know. Anyway, hopefully… I’ll get to hear from you soon. Later.”
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 14th, 2004, 3:58am.”
 
   “DON’T COME HERE! DON’T COME TO THE Y!”
 
    
 
   I hold the phone away from my ear, shielding myself from a torrent of screaming and gunfire. I think I hear Susan screaming something about Alan’s little brother, but I erase the message before I can hear much more, wondering if this is something I should share with Alan.
 
    
 
   “Message erased. Next Message: October 22nd, 2004, 11:42pm.”
 
   “Jeff, it’s Dave. I just talked to my friend Dory yesterday but, uh… we had to, uh… I’m… I’m just… I’m in the closet. I’m in my apartment… we just… we could see them in the street… I, uh… I don’t think we can get out…”
 
    
 
   He sounds terrified. I have to remind myself that this is a message. I’m not actually talking to my brother.
 
    
 
   “…we can hear ‘em in the halls. Mom, uh… she gave me some phone numbers… one just kept ringing… I don’t know, the other one was just some girl’s voicemail… I guess I hoped you’d found your phone. We… uh… we don’t know what to do. There’s just … we can’t climb on the balcony… we’re just… we’re running out of… we’re running out of food, you know…there’s, ah… we have our couch blocking the door, and it’s… it’s pretty sturdy, I think… I don’t… I mean, they won’t make it through… maybe… I dunno, Dory said maybe she could get Alan to come by? We just… we have to get out, you know… but, ah… I think we can make it… through the night, you know… if we’re sleeping we’re not doing much, so they won’t hear us… I guess… I’m just gonna call mom tomorrow and make sure the numbers were right… I’ll try… I’m gonna try ‘em again… I think… I’m pretty sure mom’s asleep now, so I don’t wanna wake her up… so, uh… I guess… ugh, you’re not there… well… if you get this… I guess, just call me back. If I don’t pick up I might have the phone on silent… the phone’ll be on silent, but I’ll call back… I don’t think they can hear me in the closet… but, uh… whatever, I’ll just… call me back if you get this.”
 
   “End of message. To erase this message, press 7…”
 
    
 
   My brother’s last words. I know from Alan and Jack that whatever happened couldn’t have taken place any more than a day or so after that phone call. Ally was right, there’s nothing I could’ve done. As I hear the automated voice repeat my options, I realize I’m not sure whether I want to erase it or keep it. “Message erased.” I sigh. Two more to go. “Next Message: October 23rd, 2004, 6:38am.”
 
    
 
   “JEFF! FUCKING ANSWER! THEY’RE GONNA GET IN! WE CAN’T HOLD THE… OH GOD… OH GOD… NAAAHHOOOO…. PUSH IT! ERRRAHHHHH!!!”
 
    
 
   David’s screams are interrupted by snarling and scraping, followed by a loud plastic crack as the phone hits the floor. I can barely hear over my racing pulse and quickening breaths.
 
    
 
   “Push back! Push! Nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnngggggggg! No, NO! JUST R-aahhhhhhHHHHHHHHHHGGGGGG! RRRRRAAAAW! GET IT OFF OF ME, GET HIM OFF OF ME! HELP! HELP! NAH-STOP! STOP! UH-AHHHHUHHHHAAHHHHHHH! HAAAAAAAAAAAA! PLEASE! GRRRRBLURAHHHHHH-HAAAAaaaaaaahhh…”
 
    “Message erased. Next Message: November 1st, 2004, 7:45pm.”
 
   “Hey guys, this is Lindsey Lohan, and if you don’t vote, you can’t complain, so register and vote at RockTheVote.com!”
 
   “Message erased. You have. No. New messages. In your mailbox.”
 
    
 
   I hang up, turn to my right, and look at the clock: 6:15. I become aware of a soft, distant ringing in my ear. What just happened? I stand up, and after a standing still for about a minute, I walk to the bathroom and splash water in my face. I can’t be sure whether it makes me feel more awake. I walk back to my room and sit in my chair, feeling as though I stood up too fast, but I’m stuck between the moment of discomfort and the point where my vision blurs. Thinking about it just makes my heart beat faster.
 
   I stand up slowly and take a deep breath. It’s as though I’ve been injected with the rush of panic I get when I realize I’ve missed an important deadline. Okay, this happened to me at college once. I realized I had an assignment due the next day a few hours before going to bed. I made myself a drink, calmed myself, and ended up doing better than I had on most papers I worked on for several days.
 
   I take the long way downstairs to avoid anyone else, using the same steps we used to exit and enter the greenhouse a few weeks ago. From there I circle to the refrigerator in the teacher’s lounge, where Rich, Anderson, Mursak and I have stored some of our nicer bottles of alcohol. Using a small cache of powdered milk I’ve stored in the cupboard, I make myself a white Russian in a tall glass and proceed to sneak back upstairs.
 
   I sit down and play Age of Empires II while drinking, and about twenty minutes into the game, I feel much better. I enjoy the rest of the drink slowly; fortunately, it was strong enough to ride the intoxication out for a while. Playing against two computer opponents, I secure victory in three and a half hours. I play solitaire for a few minutes to wind down, then turn off my computer screen and get up.
 
   The room is nearly black, lit only by my computer’s power button and the glow of the clouded sky. Navigating the piles of paper to get to my bed feels wrong. Maybe I’m dreaming. If I were, I’d rather not wake up, so I try to calmly change into my sleeping clothes and slip into bed without disturbing myself. The ceiling feels like it was imported from some other place in my life. Not enjoying that sensation, I close my eyes and concentrate on the absurd thoughts in my subconscious to help me asleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



12-21-04, TUESDAY
 
    
 
   I wake while it’s still dark, feeling no desire to get up.
 
    
 
   I wake again, this time seeing light poking around the shades. Still feeling sore and exhausted, I have a half hour debate as to whether or not I should get up. I finally reason that there have been times in the last few months where I’ve been awake for 24 consecutive hours, so I’d better make the best of this opportunity.
 
    
 
   I wake up and check my old clock radio to discover that I’ve slept until 12:30, giving me about fifteen hours. Feeling stiff, I decide to exercise. I never manage to shake a feeling of unease, even after sufficient stretching, push-ups, and planks. When I get up to use the toilet and head to the cafeteria, I become aware of a swimming, dizzying headache. Now that I think of it, I may still be a little drunk after last night. I make myself some tea with sugar and toast a stale bagel alone. When Ally comes in and makes her way to the kitchen, I quickly finish up my breakfast and rush back upstairs.
 
   Once I get back to my room, I debate if I need more sleep. Maybe I hit my head and didn’t realize it? Did I pass out at some point? Maybe if I just get a shower I’ll feel better. I get my towel and head downstairs, making sure to avoid areas where I might be seen or heard by anyone else. As I lift the gate to access the gym, I can’t hear any sounds, so I may get the benefit of some private time; it’s harder to come by than one might think, particularly around the school’s only shower.
 
   As soon as my bare feet hit the cold tile in the bathroom, I feel a bit better. I turn on the water, testing it with my hand until it gets warm enough for me to step in. This is definitely what I needed. I kneel, letting the hot water run down the back of my neck, over my shoulders, and coat my entire body. After enjoying this for ten minutes, I dry myself off and get dressed. Something still feels off.
 
   As I head for the door, Anderson huffs inside, sweaty and breathing heavily. When he nods at me, I smile and look down. He pops out an earbud attached to his CD player and drops his backpack on a bench. “Wanna meet me up on the roof later?” For some reason the question freezes me. “Huh… uh… why?” I ask, looking back. He shrugs forcefully with both his shoulders and his eyebrows. “…okay.” I respond.
 
   When I walk out, I hear voices at the end of the hall. I turn to see Jake and Melody leaning back against the gym mats blocking the doors to the parking lot entrance driveway, otherwise known as the rampart. They get quiet when they see me, and I consider a warning about the dangers posed by making too much noise that close to an exit, but I’d rather not talk to either of them.
 
   Once I drop my stuff in my room, I head up to the pinnacle. The staircase we’d previously blocked with chairs is just down the hall from my room, so I opt to take them rather than walk to the main stairwell. When we picked up the trees and seeds from the nurseries, we also brought back a quarter-ton of bagged soil and toyed with the idea of using the greenhouse for its intended purpose, but after the amount of Zombies that passed through here, we’re not willing to risk contamination.
 
    Fortunately, one of the science rooms facing the football field has a drain in the floor that flushes to the sewers. Under Karen’s direction, Mursak will identify the remaining aspects of the food groups represented by our supply, at which point we will sterilize the room as best we can, fill it with dirt, and start planting. The windows stretch from waist height to the ceiling and face the northwest, giving the room interior plenty of balanced sunlight. In addition to whatever takes root in the garden, we’re confident we can produce a crop.
 
   I touch my hand to the cold floor of the greenhouse and remember what it was like to sleep here. The metal desk that once blocked the door has been pushed to the corner, and my trampled bowler is resting atop it. I can’t believe I ever wore one. I feel as though I lived an entire life before this, and by touching the icy ground, I can regain contact with a part of myself that died in the greenhouse on the floor. With Don. And John Squared. And Julia. “What are you doing?” Anderson asks, startling me into the realization that I have my cheek pressed against the tile.
 
    
 
   “Just, uh… remembering what it was like to sleep up here.”
 
   “…it sucked.”
 
    
 
   My uncomfortable chuckle stokes a hearty laugh out of him as he points to the door with his cigarette. I nod and we step outside, heading toward the back of the roof to observe the dusting of snow on the football fields. I run my hand over my damp hair, regretting not bringing a hat. Though my bowler is inside, I have no desire to wear it again.
 
    
 
   “Helen was checking out the scanner today…” Anderson starts.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Heard a beeping sound on one channel… never heard it before. Could be a transmitter, I guess… no idea.”
 
    
 
   I shift uncomfortably. “I hate this weird shit.” He mutters, and I aggressively nod in agreement. A long silence resets the tone of the conversation.
 
    
 
   “Snow’s gonna help.” Anderson opines.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah… not like they can cover their tracks.”
 
   “Well, I doubt it’s gonna be any fun for us. We might get stuck inside for a while. After yesterday…?”
 
    
 
   He nods as he stares off into the middle distance and blows the smoke out of his lungs. I don’t feel entirely present in this conversation. Maybe I just overslept. “You know…” Anderson starts. He wants to bring up our conversation from yesterday.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think we’re in a place where we can talk about it.” I reply.
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Was Helen pissed?”
 
   “She’ll survive.” He grumbles.
 
   “How’s that going?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “That bad, huh?” I reply with a grin.
 
   “What… makes you think that?”
 
   “Come on, we’ve been friends… I dunno, fifteen years?”
 
   “I don’t know. She’s pretty… religious.” Anderson mutters.
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “I don’t know… she’s just… weird about being touched.”
 
   “Why didn’t you, uh… say anything before?”
 
   “Mursak… you know how he acts… he’ll say anything if thinks it’ll make girls like him.”
 
    
 
   For a moment, I wonder what makes Anderson any different.
 
    
 
   “Was Melody pissed?” He continues.
 
   “At me…”
 
   “Are you two…?” Anderson starts.
 
   “Certainly not.”
 
   “It’s nice to have high school problems again.”
 
   “I’d smoke to that… but I’m asthmatic.”
 
    
 
   Anderson chuckles. “Well, we’re better organized than a high school, that’s for sure.” I don’t know what he’s getting at, so I just nod in agreement until I think of a way to refocus the conversation.
 
    
 
   “You know what I found out last week?”
 
   “What’s that?” He replies.
 
   “I’m actually not a bad shot left-handed.”
 
   “With the Colt?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “…how’s that useful?”
 
   “I can fight okay with one hand on a melee…” I start.
 
   “Yeah, but why are you dual wielding?”
 
   “Sometimes we do more killing than one weapon can handle.”
 
    
 
   I chuckle as he takes a drag and smiles. Before we can continue, Melody bursts through the greenhouse doors. “Guys, the news is on!” Anderson flicks his butt off the roof as we bolt inside; this marks the first time in weeks that we’ve been able to get anything other than static on the TV. We adjourn to 218, where the school’s largest television, a 60 inch cabinet, is hooked up to the still functioning satellite.
 
    
 
    “…information as it’s coming to us… local militia and law enforcement have positioned themselves outside the building. All network leadership has vacated and recommended that we do the same, but many of us have volunteered to stay. We apologize in advance for the format of these broadcasts, as they will no longer fulfill a standard to which we have all become accustomed. As we continue reporting at odd hours, we apologize for our mistakes and miscues. We apologize in advance for appearing disheveled as the weeks go on… the premium our society once placed on entertainment and aesthetic has been erased, and so graphic inserts and edited tape segments are a thing of the past. The one thing for which we will not apologize… is content. We are no longer bound by the limitations of corporate sponsorship or network bias. We will not hesitate to share the most informed analysis of any situation, no matter how grim it may be. We find ourselves… in a moment… where millions of lives have been lost… and each day is a test of our mettle as individuals, and as a society. In spite of any… personal… losses… we may have faced… we regard our profession as our sworn duty. Ladies and gentlemen, you have my guarantee that, as long as there’s a breath in my lungs, I will be reporting your news.”
 
   “Noble.” Rich says as the reporter takes a moment to collect himself.
 
   “Our top story for the evening is an enormous explosion in southern Europe. Scattered reports emerged last night, and we have little recourse when it comes to verification, but numerous sources from Serbia, Moldova, and Bulgaria are reporting fire on the horizon and a cloud of black smoke several miles wide. It is believed that the Romanian government has authorized the use of an air-fuel bomb in the southern region of their country. Initial concerns of a nuclear detonation have been alleviated, citing Romania’s lack of a relevant program. Shortly after the reports, the remaining news media in Washington DC were quick to ask members of the President’s cabinet whether there could be a possibility of the United States using their nuclear resources to combat this scourge of the undead. The first available comment came from Secretary of State Colin Powell.”
 
   “Laboratory tests are underway to assess the effects of radiation on the undead. They have been inconclusive. I can assure you that the President will not resort to such drastic measures without knowledge that civilian populations would remain unharmed.”
 
   “President Bush has been unreachable for comment since his October 19th address announcing the adoption of martial law throughout the United States.”
 
    
 
   A video clip of President Bush at the White House press room podium is played.
 
    
 
   “It is with careful consideration… and under great duress… that I have colluded with congress… to announce a martial law throughout these United States.”
 
   “Vice President Cheney, who was absent from the address, has not been seen since at least October 15th, but sources indicate that the United States government continues to mobilize armed forces throughout the nation. More on this story… as we identify… future developments.” The camera angle changes. “As many of you know, we welcomed CDC epidemiologist Lon Miller to our station shortly before we initially went dark… Dr. Miller is the author of the fictional Alomal-137 Epidemiology Case Study and the world’s foremost expert in pandemic proliferation. At the moment, Dr. Miller is conducting research exclusively for US-AMRIID, the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, and we would like to give him a moment to discuss his research. Lon?”
 
   “Thank you Mark. I am unable to speak about the research being conducted for US-AMRIID specifically, but I can tell you that the CDC is not able to report any information newer than that which was made public in the previous weeks. To date, the cause of the undead pandemic has yet to be discovered. Though it is impossible to rule out potential pathogens completely, the reanimation of previously dead bodies appears to occur without the presence of any previously known or unknown viral, bacterial, fungal, or prionic infection. Those afflicted by bites are often beset by Staphylococcus, Streptococcus, Enterococci and Pseudomonas aeruginosa, but the strains tested in cultures are unmutated… I… apologize if any of these terms are unfamiliar, but both myself and the CDC are hesitant to go into too much detail in public address since breadth rather than depth better befits a news broadcast of this magnitude…”
 
    
 
   He trails off, seemingly losing his place before collecting his thoughts and continuing.
 
    
 
   “…whatever the cause may be… there is a high possibility that the bodies of the undead carry a dormant strain of the syndrome. It has been shown that once the undead spread to an area, the bodies of the dead with whom they have had no prior contact are also returning from the grave.”
 
   “I was afraid of that.” Karen mutters. I expected it.
 
   “Now… it bears repeating that the bodies now transiting much of the globe are, in fact, dead… they no longer heal or rot as a normal body does, although several processes do remain unaffected as normal post-mortem bacteria appear unable to decay the tissues of the undead. The lack of cicatrization… er… healing… does not make them susceptible to opportunistic infections, but it does pose a rather dramatic advantage. Since the undead apparently cannot metabolize food, they cannot replenish bodily fluids and thus begin to desiccate… dry up. The precise nature of these mechanisms are unknown, and though they do not appear to dehydrate as quickly as a normal human body, their fatty tissues lose their water content quickly… sometimes dropping as low as 1% within two weeks. As a result, since most of the undead are wearing clothes, they are highly susceptible to what’s known as the ‘wick effect’, wherein desiccated fat ignites readily as fuel while the clothing acts as a wick, allowing their bodies to burn more quickly and completely than a normal human corpse…”
 
   “That’s why they burn so easy…” Rich mutters.
 
   “…still, it is greatly recommended that the undead not be engaged en masse… the culture surrounding Zombie films suggests to some that they are merely targets, but the reality is that large enough numbers have overtaken both military and paramilitary units more easily than previously imagined…”
 
   “See, Jeff?” Melody blurts.
 
   “…considering that they have crossed international borders, we can project an almost logarithmic increase in their overall numbers, and inasmuch as they cannot adapt, the simple fact that they cannot feel pain, heat, or cold is a key component of their endurance. In short, they are quickly becoming the dominant species on the planet. Our only advantage lies in our intelligence. It is estimated that every surviving human may be capable of killing an average of four during their lifespan, and provided that safety remains the first consideration, their projected population of between four and eight million can be greatly reduced by careful, considerate action.”
 
    “Thank you Lon. Now we go to our resident medical expert, Dr. Kimberly Sharp, who has more on the subject of undead physiology. Kim?”
 
   “Thanks Mark. Though the Bush administration will neither confirm nor deny these reports, it would appear that several varieties of chemical weapons, particularly nerve agents which had previously been outlawed by the Chemical Weapons Convention of 1993, have recently seen a limited run in the United States as a method to control the undead. The OPCW and UN have not officially signed off on the usage, but it is understood worldwide that proliferation should be controlled by any means possible. Reports independent of the CDC by medical professionals from various other agencies maintain a strong chance that the infection is being caused by prions, the proteins that have previously caused outbreaks of mad cow disease and Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, or CJD, in humans. Unfortunately, there is no known cure for these proteins, but unconfirmed sources at US-AMRIID remain optimistic that the problem can be approached from a viral standpoint. As Dr. Miller and I have discussed, the disparity of opinions from personnel at a variety of medical facilities should not be feared, but embraced. Put simply, we don’t know what this is, but until scientifically tested evidence pointing to the cause of this affliction emerges, different agencies will embrace different methodology until one approach provides conclusive results.”
 
    “Thank you Kimberly. Now, our assumption is that the majority of our viewers are outside the afflicted areas, protected in government sanctioned citadels, or have established themselves in a reinforced structure. The recommendations emerging from police and military engagements in urban and suburban areas indicate that it is absolutely vital that survivors not occupy private residences. Simply put, the psychological comforts provided by a normal living space naturally engage the desire to maintain a sense of routine and familiarity, particularly in regards to personal possessions of a sentimental nature. The urge to defend the false sense of security maintained by emotional attachment creates a risk too great to be ignored, in much the same way that feelings toward resurrected… er… reanimated family and loved ones increases the vulnerability of those who must face the reality that they have ceased to be the person they once knew…”
 
    
 
   I’ve heard the argument that private residences must be abandoned in the face of a Zombie apocalypse, but I’ve never heard it explained so successfully.
 
    
 
   “… as such, it is important that you make no attempt to reconnect with distant relations, and only travel to military bases or citadels if they are close enough to be reached by foot during the course of a single day…”
 
   “What the hell is a citadel?” Melody asks. We shush her.
 
   “…repeat, no formalized rescue operations are in effect in afflicted areas stretching from the Eastern Seaboard to the Midwest, however, military, militia, and paramilitary groups existing under the aegis of the government regularly patrol evacuated areas to seek out food, water, medicine, fuel, electronics, weapons, and ammunition… and in such operations, these groups have been reported collecting survivors for integration into the nearest citadel or protective internment center. Those being rescued are not expected to surrender weapons or ammunition, but will be required to assist in upkeep and preservation of their rescue center. In an attempt to avoid outright searches by military convoys that might potentially endanger civilians, the Secretary of State has urged that those surviving and in need of assistance prominently display an American flag or similarly colored rectangular banner in a window facing the nearest roadway in a manner that would place the stars on the lower right-hand side as seen from the street. Any passing convoy has been instructed to search such buildings… for survivors. Now… as winter approaches, it will be impossible for us to cull together the necessary information for localized weather predictions, but our station meteorologist Andrew Roberts has a few tips for those preparing for the cold…”
 
    
 
   Karen turns down the volume and turns to address us. A few people in the group protest, but Anderson, Rich and I manage to calm them. “Is the school insulated?” She asks. Everyone offers up a resounding ‘no’, and Rich steps up to elaborate.
 
    
 
   “It’s not, but it’s got a maintainable heating system. The oil reserves are gigantic… after the Cuban Missile Crisis they turned the school into a disaster relief center, so it’s designed to be self-sustaining for a while. We can probably make it through two winters, provided we keep the heat low… it hasn’t been cold enough to fire it up yet, so if we use it right, we can stretch that…”
 
   “Okay…” Karen adds. “We’ve got plenty of warm clothes, blankets… while the electricity holds out we can use space heaters, and we’ve got some kerosene units…”
 
   “Not to mention hot chocolate and hugs…” Mursak adds, giving us a much needed laugh.
 
   “It’s important to remember to bundle up if you’re cold.” Rich continues. “Our heating oil supply is big, but not infinite.”
 
   “What about the militia thing?” I ask.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “We join them …” Anderson says. “Obviously.”
 
   “If they’re militia, can you boss them around?” Rich asks.
 
   “Not the same thing. If they’re all civilians and none of them have military history, I technically outrank them.”
 
   “Okay… well… am I the only one who thinks we should stay here and keep quiet?” I ask.
 
   “Why not just get rescued and taken somewhere safe?” Jake asks.
 
   “We spent two months reinforcing this place. We have tons of supplies, room to grow, a television, electricity, heat, plants, weapons, food, water… could they take us somewhere better?”
 
   “Does someone wanna tell me what a citadel is?” Melody asks.
 
    
 
   Everyone looks at me.
 
    
 
   “Uh… it’s like a city that’s also a fortress.”
 
   “So what are they talkin’ about?” Melody continues.
 
   “I don’t know, they didn’t say.”
 
   “So, like, you think they turned Philly into a fortress?”
 
   “…they didn’t say.” I repeat.
 
   “All the same…” Rich starts. “Tell me… what’s the harm in lettin’ the army know we’re here?”
 
   “I… could think of a thousand reasons…”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “What if they won’t let us stay?” I ask. “Do you really want to be in a city with hundreds of thousands of people?”
 
   “What if they like what we’ve done and decide to move in?”
 
   “So, what, they take charge? Do you want a hundred people in here?”
 
   “Right…” Rich continues. “But we’d have a direct line to the latest news, and we wouldn’t have to worry about protection. I hate to break it to you, but most of us don’t have a lot of advanced survival skills.”
 
   “I do…” Anderson starts. “I know…”
 
   “… I know…”
 
   “…plenty about…”
 
   “… I know, I know…”
 
   “…how to survive…” Anderson continues.
 
   “Yeah, but I’m talking about important skills…”
 
   “I know plenty about…”
 
   “Can I finish?” Rich blurts. “We talked about raising crops… but does anyone honestly know anything about that? Soil density, water regularity, re-seeding?”
 
   “We’re working up to it.” Ally offers.
 
   “I know we are…” Rich continues.
 
   “…that’s really the best we can do. We can’t quit carbohydrates and refined sugars cold turkey…”
 
   “You’re not… telling me anything I don’t know…” Rich spits, rubbing his forehead. “I’m saying we have zero practical experience…”
 
   “Are you saying they will?” Melody asks.
 
   “…I don’t know for sure, but…”
 
   “That’s my point…” I interrupt. “Anyone here heard of the Fermi Paradox?”
 
    
 
   Jake quickly raises his hand, but the rest of them give me blank looks.
 
    
 
   “It addresses whether or not we’re alone in the universe by assuming that intelligent life should have colonized, visited, contacted, or been detected…”
 
   “Blah blah blah…” Melody interrupts. “…what?”
 
   “…fair question.” Anderson mutters.
 
   “Fine… simply put, what are the reasons we’ve never found another intelligent species? One solution is that they’re out there listening, but not talking. Space is gigantic, and while it’s possible that there are friendlies, it’s just as likely there’s something dangerous… you don’t shout for help when you’re alone in the jungle.”
 
   “…why not?” Melody asks.
 
   “So…” Karen interrupts. “What do we do?”
 
   “Hang a flag in the window…” Rich says.
 
   “Yeah…” Anderson agrees.
 
   “I object.” I say, shrugging.
 
   “Well, you’ve just been outvoted. Sorry.” Rich offers flatly.
 
   “No you aren’t…”
 
    
 
   Rich steps forward and Karen grabs his arm. I take a deep breath to avoid letting this become more heated than it needs to be.
 
    
 
   “You’re talking about the dissolution of the group…” I continue. “If we get picked up, there’s no more three-way leadership. And they’re just as likely to put Anderson back into circulation as court martial him. We’ve survived together two months… you really want to break that up?”
 
   “I think we just made that clear.” Rich retorts. “Two out of three. No ties. It’s over.”
 
   “…you’re talking about what we do with the rest of our lives, though… I think everyone deserves a say.”
 
    
 
   To my satisfaction, the group murmurs in agreement.
 
    
 
   “Every decision we make is for the good of the group…” Rich continues. “We reason it out, we decide…”
 
   “Okay… I get it… you want to shut me up? I have a proposal: put it to an open vote. Everyone in the group, majority rules. If you and Anderson don’t think they deserve a vote, I put it to rest right here and we put the flag in the window.”
 
    
 
   Rich’s stare could melt a lesser man. “Anderson?” I ask. Helen grabs his arm and I have to suppress the urge to grab her face to shove her away. Fortunately, his answer comes before she can intimate her concerns.
 
    
 
   “Put it to a vote.”
 
   “I guess I’m outvoted…” Rich says, theatrically tossing his arms in the air.
 
   “Okay, so… Rich isn’t happy… I have a further proposal… he and I make arguments on the pros and cons of staying.”
 
   “Done.” Anderson states.
 
    
 
   Rich turns as though the suggestion has poisoned him, but, to my surprise, he capitulates.
 
    
 
   “Okay…” He starts. “But Anderson moderates. He times us, he listens, he’s the tiebreaker.”
 
   “Fair enough.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Let’s say we… take an hour, then meet back here?”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “Agreed.” Rich accedes.
 
    
 
   The group fractures and with little else to do, some return their attention to the TV. Rich taps me on the shoulder and motions for me to follow him into the ammunition closet. Once I’ve shut the door, he pulls the chain on the ceiling light.
 
    
 
   “Before we start, you know I respect you, right?”
 
   “Okay…?” I reply.
 
   “Alright… never try to overturn a vote like that again, okay?”
 
   “…is this an order?”
 
   “We put it to a vote, you lost, then singlehandedly overturned it. When you decided to go out for your computers, no one asked me for a chance to consider it…”
 
   “Don’t get jealous because you didn’t think of this.”
 
   “I’m not…” He stresses. “If you remember, I wanted one person in charge…”
 
   “And if we had your way, we’d be fucked.” I suggest.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Anderson… Melody was right, Helen’s dragging him around by his dick… you really want her making all the decisions… you want everyone lobbying for one man’s attention?”
 
    
 
   Rich takes a deep breath and exhales.
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   “Anderson’s been my best friend my whole life… but you and me? We’re incorruptible. That’s why I want to debate you. And I’m serious when I say I’m not just gonna pull this every time the vote doesn’t go my way. This is important.”
 
   “I agree. So in the future, we both might want to consider giving a little ground to outvote him.”
 
    
 
   I extend my hand and Rich shakes it firmly. “Good luck.” He says, opening the door. “Luck is for the unprepared… I’ll need all I can get.” I say to his back. After checking my watch and discovering I have about fifty minutes to prepare my argument, I adjourn to my new room and start typing a dissertation against Rich’s position. In the midst of this, Melody appears at my door. I hold out my index finger while I finish typing out a thought.
 
    
 
   “I’m on the clock, what’s up?” I say finally.
 
   “…excuse me?” She asks.
 
   “Melody, I have… half an hour…”
 
   “No, no… I get it… I just wanted you to know… whatever you decide, I’ll vote for it.”
 
    
 
   This freezes me.
 
    
 
   “Okay…?”
 
   “But don’t think it means more than that.” Melody replies.
 
   “…I’m not sure what you mean?”
 
   “I’m still pissed.”
 
    
 
   In spite of her cold tone, the implication suggests a level of intimacy of which I wasn’t previously aware.
 
    
 
   “I looked up ‘regret’. It’s not the same thing as what you were saying…”
 
   “There are semantic differences, but I…”
 
   “Don’t talk to me like that.” She interrupts. “If you’re gonna finish a conversation before we start it, save me the trouble and keep your mouth shut.”
 
    
 
   I scoff, waiting for more. When she doesn’t continue, I prompt her.
 
    
 
   “Okay…?”
 
   “Jeff…” She starts, taking a deep breath. “I’m gonna be blunt, there’s something here… but I’m not ready to get into it… and neither are you. You’ve gotta be sure first, you know?”
 
   “Well, it’s not like I have a choice.” I state.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Well… who else is there?”
 
    
 
   Melody stares at me for a long time, seemingly waiting for more. “Fuck you.” She says blandly, vacating my doorway with effortless abandon. I’m struck by the notion that I completely bungled that exchange, but I force myself to forget about it for the sake of preparation. Once I’ve essentially written a thesis, I break it down into bullet points and leave space to write in the margins, aping a tactic I saw John Kerry use in the first presidential debate.
 
   Before I know it, twenty minutes have passed and I’m more or less ready, so I print out two pages and take them with me to the keep where I find Ally, Jake, Melody, Karen, and Mursak sitting in the first row like Supreme Court justices minus the robes. Anderson’s seated at the desk in front of the room with Helen on the floor at his side, an arrangement I suspect both Rich and I will find unacceptable. “Helen, would you mind?” I didn’t even notice Rich enter, but he’s standing in the doorway with his arm extended to the first row.
 
    
 
   “What?” She asks.
 
   “Taking a seat.”
 
   “She’s good here.” Anderson instructs.
 
   “We need an independent count.” Rich continues. “And we need you undistracted.”
 
    
 
   Anderson looks at me and I nod in agreement. Helen reluctantly pushes herself off the floor, taking painfully slow strides to the platform before slamming into the seat next to Mursak, who visibly edges away.
 
    
 
   “Anderson, do you have any rules on how we do this?” I ask.
 
   “Uh, not really…” 
 
   “Each of us presents our case…” Rich starts. “We’ll have a coin toss on who goes first. After that, we have rebuttals, then the argument stops and we vote. Anderson steps in if we get out of line, and if there’s a tie, he’s the tiebreaker.”
 
   “Who’s watching Elena?” I ask.
 
   “I put her down for a nap when the news came on.” Karen replies. “Does Rob get a vote?”
 
   “No.” Anderson and I say simultaneously. Rich confirms this with a vigorous head shake.
 
   “Alright…” Anderson interrupts. “Let’s get going…”
 
   “Hold on…” Rich interjects.
 
    
 
   As casually as he can manage, Rich pulls a strip of black cloth from his pocket. My blood runs cold as I recall him doing this for Julia only two short months ago. He puts the blindfold around Anderson’s eyes and ties it behind his head. “What…?” Anderson mutters, masking his irritation with an amused smile. “Standard Chinese court procedure… lets you hide your reactions and forces you to listen to the arguments without getting distracted.” Rich’s masterful dodge would have me worried about what else he has up his sleeve, but my heart is already pounding. Helen, who appears to have made a career out of masking her emotions, is attempting to stab Rich to death with her eyes.
 
   Ignoring her, Rich pulls a coin out of his pocket. As he prepares to flip it, I consider that this may be the first time I’ve seen money used in a few months. “Call it.” He flips it. “Tails.” He catches it and pops it on the back of his hand. “Heads. I go first.” I’m relieved; if I get to go second, I get the last word. As I look at the pages I printed out, my hands begin shaking. I pace toward the wall as Rich leans back on the desk, clears his throat, and looks out at his audience.
 
    
 
   “We live in a simpler time… no government, no money, and no use for how society worked before. If we stay here, that’s what we’ll have. Is that a good thing? Consider the facts. When the militia comes, they’ll take us with the intention of a starting a community. That means more people, more guns, and more food. We’ll be protected by soldiers. More people will mean more skills, more talents, more perspectives… and with government support, we’ll be in front of whatever comes next. We’ll be the first to know when the last one of these things goes down, and when our country goes back to business as usual. Rob can get better treatment with doctors and psychiatric professionals… we can raise Elena in a safe environment. We won’t have to rely just on each other for companionship. We can be protected and integrated in a communal whole. It’s the closest thing we’ll get to the way things used to be. There are… possibilities in getting rescued. It may not happen. But when we put the flag up… at least we have a chance.”
 
    
 
   What a manipulative prick. Despite the fact that he’s acknowledged this isn’t going to end, he’s tailored his argument to appeal to those who haven’t. “Okay, Jeff, you have about a minute.” Sounds like Anderson watched the presidential debates as well.
 
    
 
   “Rich is right. We do live in a simpler time. It’s a new world, and it’s probably something you take for granted every day… but we’re alive. We have food, water, weapons… we have each other. We have plans. There are millions of people out there who didn’t last more than a few minutes… and here we are, because we know what we’re doing. Part of the Fermi Paradox is a concept known as the Great Filter. It suggests that life is uncommon in the universe because something prevents it from flourishing. The apocalypse was our Great Filter. We survived it.”
 
    
 
   I’m still shaking a little bit, so I lean back against the desk and focus on what I have written. 
 
    
 
   “And we did it with each other. Sure, we fight sometimes… do any of you doubt for a moment that everyone has your back? Can you guarantee that with anyone else? If we made it to a military base, or a citadel, would the grass be greener? And who’s to say we’d even make it there? That news broadcast went out to everyone. So there might be people out there looking to take advantage of those who want to be rescued… do you really want to advertise that we’re looking for help? I mentioned the Fermi Paradox for a good reason. You can shout for help in the void… but you don’t pick what finds you.”
 
   “Rich, about half a minute.” Anderson replies.
 
   “I’m not saying there aren’t risks, but we have an ace in the hole. Anderson. He knows military protocols. He knows how they’ll come, what they’ll say and what they’ll do. We’ve reinforced this building, come up with fighting tactics, managed our weapons, and come up with evacuation plans for God’s sake… if someone came in here messing around, they’d have more to fear from us than we would of them.”
 
   “Jeff, your turn.”
 
   “Okay. I noticed Rich used the word ‘when’ in his debate. That means he expects something to happen. But nothing is certain anymore. We don’t even know for sure if you’d come back after dying a natural death. So if we did get rescued, think about where we’d end up and how many people would be there. Rescue centers fail because you can’t keep that many people calm. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want that. And Rich is right, Anderson knows what he’s doing. He trained us. He guided us. He knows that the militias could end up being undisciplined rednecks. He stepped away from his responsibilities in the Guard out of necessity, because he lost his unit. Now he’s adapted… he’s applying what he learned to us, and we’re alive because of that.”
 
    “That’s time. Who thinks we should stay put and not hang the flag?”
 
    
 
   Surprised with the immediacy of Anderson’s conclusion, I stop myself from looking directly at the audience to avoid the appearance of pleading. In my peripheral vision, I see Melody’s hand go up without reservation. Mursak follows, and Jake’s hand joins theirs. I try to mask my sigh of relief; it’s clearly not a landslide, but the odds are now in my favor. The moment of silence that follows is sufficient to make me wonder if I should announce the count.
 
   “All in favor of putting the flag up?” Rich asks. Karen and Helen put their hands up, and Ally raises hers a moment later, assuring me a hollow stalemate represented by Jake’s allegiance to Melody and her apparent allegiance to me. At least Mursak agrees with me. “Anderson, the tiebreaker is up to you.” I can feel his eyes rolling around as he attempts to connect with Helen, but I’m the only person in the group who can attest to Rich’s abilities at making blindfolds. Anderson reaches up to adjust it, but Rich steps in before he can. “Leave it on.” Anderson sighs and drops his hands, but nearly all of my attention is directed at potential visual clues from Helen.
 
   “Alright… we stay put, no flag. But… we get to have another vote at some point… you know, if something else happens.” Rich nods solemnly while I successfully restrain a victory cheer. “Okay…” Rich concedes. “But let’s agree now that we must unanimously decide when that situation arises. We stay.” As soon as Rich finishes, he grins at me and gives me a subtle nod that makes me question his intentions. The group breaks into polite conversation, but as Anderson removes his blindfold, I notice Helen giving him a look that could freeze the sun. His nervous shrug is met with indifference; this, paired with his voting decision, gives me enough insight to conclude that her control over him is less overt than I had previously imagined. After talking to Karen, Rich approaches me with his hand extended.
 
    
 
   “Good argument, my friend. You played that masterfully.”
 
   “Played?” I ask.
 
   “Come on… you knew how to put Anderson on your side.”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “…I’m being sincere. That Fermi Paradox bit gave me something to think about.”
 
   “I didn’t have a clue what else you’d have up your sleeve.”
 
   “…what are you talking about?” Rich continues after a moment.
 
   “You know, the, uh… the…”
 
   “Ah, the blindfold.”
 
   “Yeah, that.”
 
   “Well, desperate times call for desperate measures… what would you say to a drink?”
 
   “Hell yeah.” I sigh with a laugh.
 
    
 
   Rich and I proceed to the cafeteria alone, where he leads me into the freezer containing some of the less worrisome meat products. When he reaches the cold, dark recesses at the back, he unveils a frosty bottle of vanilla Grey Goose, his mischievous blue gaze disarming me further.
 
    
 
   “Special occasion, you dig?”
 
   “I dig… I had this once at college… smells amazing.”
 
   “Well, it’s in your honor… Grey Goose? I never could afford this…”
 
    
 
   I could have lived without that comment, but the satisfaction of my victory has left me on a high. We return to the kitchen, where Rich pours us each a glass and holds his out for a toast. “To burying the hatchet… the democratic process… and blindfolds.” I swallow hard. Rich looks confused.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing, I…”
 
   “Jeff, are you okay?”
 
   “It’s just, the, uh…”
 
    
 
   I hold out my thumb and index finger and quickly swipe them horizontally in front of my eyes. He gets it. “Oh Jesus, I’m sorry man… god, I wasn’t even thinkin’ about that.” He puts his glass down and hugs me. Though I feel imposed upon for a moment, I ultimately repeat the gesture and feel a little better. I’ll just have to try to put it out of my mind. He picks up his glass again. “To burying the hatchet.” He repeats, and this time I toast him and we both take a drink.
 
    
 
   “You know… I never understood that phrase…” I start. “Why would you bury the hatchet? Wouldn’t you want to dig it out?”
 
   “Ah, but do you ever forget an argument like this?”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “So you heal around it… and it gets buried.”
 
   “Ah… you’re a smart man, Rich.”
 
   “That means a lot coming from you.”
 
    
 
   I know I can take that remark as sincere.
 
    
 
   “I have to ask…” I start, in the midst of another sip. “I never imagined anything could get you angry enough to wanna… hit someone…”
 
   “We’re past that…”
 
   “The hatchet’s buried, right?”
 
   “Yeah… yeah…” Rich says, finishing his drink. “You ever heard of the hobo code?”
 
   “…there’s seriously something called the hobo code?”
 
   “Call it an… informal system of ethics… you don’t mess with kids.”
 
   “…I don’t know what you’re talking about…?”
 
   “Anyone who does… we report ‘em. However we can. You don’t hear about a lot of homeless pederasts, do you?”
 
   “No…” I reply.
 
   “Sometimes kids run away, you know? We try to send ‘em back. I dunno, it’s… important.”
 
   “That ever happen to you?”
 
   “Twice. One of ‘em just went home… the other one wanted to spend the night… you know what scared me most?”
 
   “That he’d end up like you?” I ask, taking another sip.
 
   “…no…”
 
   “…oh… sorry…”
 
   “No, that’s… it makes sense.” Rich responds. “I was worried some cop’d find us… god knows what he’d think. Wouldn’t matter if I told him I had a kid of my own, y’know?”
 
    
 
   I nod. I think the vodka’s gone to my head, because I feel strangely uninhibited.
 
    
 
   “Whatever happened with that?”
 
   “Hmm?” Rich hums, sniffing at the bottle.
 
   “Your kid.”
 
   “Oh… Kelsey.”
 
   “…I didn’t realize you knew his name…”
 
   “Her.”
 
   “Sorry…” I mutter.
 
   “It’s alright… would you believe… the same private investigator found me ten years later to give me a postcard?”
 
   “Wow…”
 
   “Hardwick, Connecticut. Ally wanted to know if I wanted to meet her.”
 
   “Ally?!”
 
   “My w… my ex-wife…” He stares into his glass, taking a wistful sip before continuing. “Alexandria.” 
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “I knew… I knew if I was gonna meet my daughter… I… I had to clean up. Clothes, a shower, you know… I called Bill up, he said he’d find me when he figured something out. About… three months ago, we got a chance to meet up, and he said he’d put down for some new clothes, a ticket, and a hotel room the night before.”
 
   “Why the night before?” I ask.
 
   “So I could shower, shave, brush my teeth…”
 
   “Right…”
 
   “After that I was on my own, though… so… all the… pieces… didn’t come together.”
 
   “Still thinkin’ about it?”
 
   “…all the same…” Rich shakes his head, his eyes absently scanning the bottle before he pours himself another drink. “What’s past is past.”
 
   “…what’s that mean?”
 
   “No point in dwelling on it… can’t change anything.”
 
   “Of course you can…”
 
   “…you really wanna push me on this?” Rich sneers, the smiling wrinkles around his eyes flattening as his square jaw tenses.
 
   “No… I’m just… y-… I’m sorry, man…”
 
   “Hey, it’s alright. You’re fearless. I admire that.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask.
 
   “Like you’re unstoppable. Impetuous. You’re young. It’s never… you just… keep going. Hey, we’re supposed to be celebrating, right? How about another toast?”
 
   “…to what?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter… why not to your victory?”
 
   “…to you, Rich. The voice of reason. And to our new hermit kingdom.”
 
    
 
   He smiles and hesitates before completing the toast.
 
    
 
   “You know…” I start. “In spite of our… spat… you’re the only person I can have a conversation with.”
 
   “What about Anderson?”
 
   “He’s too… I don’t know… self-centered. Army bullshit… the way he acts with girls…maybe I’ve known him too long.”
 
   “Ah, I see… but you don’t know how lucky you are.” Rich mutters, staring into his drink. “Your best friend’s here.”
 
   “Yeah… yeah… hey, every relationship’s on the rocks once in a while.”
 
   “Too true.”
 
    
 
   We spend the next twenty minutes sipping our drinks, and eventually our discussion shifts to film, which is apparently in both of our wheelhouses. During our conversation, Rich mentions that he used to go to the Bryn Mawr Theatre when he was younger, one of the attractions being the glut of older movies that were shown with regularity. He reminisces about the time he went to see Spellbound after getting high with his friends, and though he can’t remember much of the film, he fondly recalls the dream sequence designed by Salvador Dalí. I mention that he brought this up before, and not only do I own it on DVD, I have it with me, so with much fanfare he insists we repair to room 218 for a screening immediately.
 
   Continuing to drink, we watch the film as Rich regales me with his high school art teacher’s condemnation of Dalí as crap, which only stoked a desire to seek out his work. He mentions a ‘legendary’ short film of which I am unfamiliar. He laments that no one will be able to view the forthcoming Dalí exhibit that was supposed to open at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in February. I consider shutting him up at several points; though I’ve owned Spellbound practically since it was released, I’d never actually sat down to watch it.
 
   Though much of the film is comprised of psychological hogwash, it features enough Hitchcock suspense to keep me enthralled. When we finally arrive at the dream sequence, I can sense almost immediately that Rich knows he built it up too much. We watch with bemused detachment as I toe the line between being impressed and disappointed, realizing moments later that I’ve managed to be distracted while the world continues to crumble around us. Accepting that this is an invaluable asset to our sanity, I raise my drink to Rich again.
 
   Once the film is done, I drunkenly stagger the hallways in an attempt to shake off the worst of my intoxication. I recognize that I rarely let myself go when drinking, always stopping before I can eliminate a voice of reason that cuts through the numbing dizziness digging toward the center of my brain. Though I can’t fully control my body or my mind, I’m completely lucid, and once I’ve walked off the vertigo and nausea, I return to my bed and entertain myself with thoughts of what it used to be like to drink at my cabin with my friends. I miss them, and though I know I will never see them again, I’m overtaken by the warmth of our past rather than the coldness of our present. With that, I fall asleep at peace.
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-22-04, WEDNESDAY
 
    
 
   I wake up to the sound of someone’s knuckles rapping on my door. I can’t remember when I went to sleep last night and for a moment I consider that I’m too exhausted to get up, but my circumstances overtake me and I launch myself out of bed. I open the door to greet Mursak.
 
    
 
   “You have to see this.”
 
   “…what?” I mutter.
 
   “Now…”
 
    
 
   He leaves the door, and I consider getting dressed, but I quickly realize I’m wearing the same clothes as yesterday. I continually wipe my eyes as I follow Mursak past the keep and the security office until we arrive at the flank, which directly overlooks the street. Once inside, I notice Anderson peeking through a window slit, beckoning me to come over. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the whiteness of the falling snow, but I quickly make out a moving figure; it’s a woman in her mid-thirties, struggling to carry a toddler on her shoulder.
 
    
 
   “What do we do?” Anderson asks.
 
   “I dunno…”
 
   “Didn’t we decide this yesterday?” Mursak asks.
 
   “We said we wouldn’t hang any banners…” Anderson continues. “Not that we would turn people away.”
 
   “That’s a… big risk, don’t you think? What if it’s a trick?”
 
   “Someone’s using a mom and her kid as bait?”
 
   “It’s not that far-fetched…” Mursak continues. “Even if we could handle it…”
 
   “I dunno if I want to handle it… you wanna risk gettin’ shot?”
 
   “She’s going somewhere…” I interrupt.
 
    
 
   They both turn to me. I point out at the street as the woman slides her kid to the sidewalk so he can resume walking next to her.
 
    
 
   “She’s not wandering… she’s headed that way.” I point east. “There aren’t any tire tracks and she isn’t looking anywhere other than straight ahead.”
 
   “So what?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Let her in. Karen takes the kid… I’ll talk to her.”
 
   “Are you sure you wanna do that?”
 
   “For Christ’s sake, they probably just need some food and water…” I start. “Worst case scenario, they eat up some supplies, and we keep a more diligent watch for a couple days.”
 
   “That’s the worst case scenario?”
 
   “She’s gettin’ away…” Mursak urges.
 
    
 
   Anderson opens the window. “In here!” He calls out. She stops and looks around. “Over here!” Anderson, Mursak and I each stick our arms out the window and wave. She finally sees us and awkwardly staggers toward the school. “We’ll meet you at the bus.” Anderson says, closing the window and pulling up his radio. “Hel, AlCon one. Incoming humans. Over and out.” The three of us exit the hallway and head toward the rope ladder as Helen repeats Anderson’s message over the school PA system. Anderson hands me his walkie-talkie as he descends the ladder, so I lift it to my mouth. “Helen, we’ve got a kid incoming, possibly malnourished… get Karen to meet us at the gate. Over and out.”
 
   Anderson is the first to the door, so I let him walk out to guide her inside. As I see a figure stumbling around the rear of the bus, I get a swell of panic, imagining that this could be a gigantic mistake. “Just through there.” Anderson encourages. If I was on the receiving end of that direction, I might be inclined to run the opposite way.
 
   As she passes, I breathe a sigh of relief; the smile on her chiseled, weary face and tears in her soulful gray eyes suggest a reprieve that has been long awaited. After successfully inviting Karen to the group back in October, the leadership unanimously decided that I should formally welcome new arrivals. Ally wasn’t pleased with that decision. “Hi… Jeff Grey.” I say, extending my hand. “Tracy Dantis… thank you… thank you…” Before I can get another word out, she embraces me with her child squeezed between us.
 
    
 
   “Is… is Dave here?” Tracy asks. 
 
   “…no.” I mutter.
 
   “Oh, uh… okay…”
 
   “So, ah… yeah…all right… first thing’s first… there’s a nurse who’s gonna wanna take a look at your son, is that okay?”
 
   “Of course…” Tracy replies.
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Jimmy… James…”
 
   “Hey Jimmy!” I start.
 
    
 
   He buries his pale face in his mother’s shoulder with a smile, giving me a good look at his dark, poorly cropped bowl cut. Karen enters through the hallway door and makes her introductions as she reaches for Jimmy over the railing. “Okay, Tracy… come with me?” I ask. When Karen heads upstairs with Jimmy, Tracy says a quick goodbye and blows him a kiss as I lead her toward the lobby.
 
    
 
   “So, where are you coming from?” I ask.
 
   “Hickory Lane…” Tracy replies.
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Closer to Edgmont?”
 
   “Oh, okay… have you ever been here?”
 
   “Uh… yeah… class of… ’91.” She mutters through smile.
 
   “Nice… class of ’03.”
 
    
 
   As she nods in response, I take notice of her limp. “That ankle okay?” I ask. “Think I twisted it.” She replies, wincing. Once we’ve had a formal introduction, Karen is looking at that leg to see if she’s been bitten. As I work up another question, we pass the artificial Christmas tree we placed in the main lobby.
 
    
 
   “…have you eaten?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine… thank you.”
 
   “You just let us know when you’re hungry.”
 
    
 
   As we pass the cafeteria doors, she pushes the back of her wrist up against her nose, sobbing hard as her dark, knotty hair remains stationary. Though I imagine whatever she went through to get here was an incredible hardship, I find myself mildly unsettled by her reaction to our invitation. We finally arrive at the first floor teacher’s lounge, which has been gutted but for the drink and snack machines, a fridge, and a few oversized couches. I plop down on one couch and motion for her to sit across from me. She takes off her backpack before she has a seat.
 
    
 
   “So, Tracy… do you have any questions for me?”
 
   “Are there any other children here?”
 
   “Elena… she’s five.”
 
   “Oh, good…”
 
    
 
   She sniffles, wiping new streams of tears from her face. “Tracy, it’s okay… you’re safe.” She nods and waves her hand, urging me to ignore her. “Uh, so, we’ve closed off the exits… there’s internal and external surveillance, so we can keep an eye on things…” Though none of the interior first-floor cameras work, Anderson and I previously agreed that any new arrival should be vetted under the assumption that they were being watched. She seems happy about this, so I relax.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink?”
 
   “No, I’m fine…”
 
   “Really, it’s no trouble…”
 
    
 
   She seems hesitant. I let a polite smile speak for me.
 
    
 
   “Well… do you have… is there any… Tanqueray?”
 
   “…yeah! Uh… there might actually be a bottle in here… you take that with tonic?”
 
   “Oh yes, please…”
 
    
 
   I get up to examine the refrigerator.
 
    
 
   “You’re in luck… Rich is big on gin and tonic… he’s kinda the father figure around here… and I think he has some saved in this fridge… ah, there… ice?”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “Really, you don’t have to do this…”
 
   “Please… I can tell you’ve had a rough day.”
 
    
 
   I pour her drink into a frozen rocks glass and locate a small bottle of reconstituted lime juice, shaking it in her direction. Tracy smiles again and nods. I hand over the finished cocktail and she accepts it with both hands, cradling it softly to her mouth. She closes her eyes, taking a lustful sip and exhaling as every muscle in her body relaxes. She releases herself to the couch, her face an essay of statuesque beauty worn by exhaustion.
 
    
 
   “So, Tracy… I have to ask… is Jimmy sick at all, er… does he have any allergies?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “He wasn’t bitten…?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Anything you want to tell us about him?”
 
   “I… uh… no… I don’t… really know what to say…”
 
   “Well, you certainly look like you could use a night off, and I’m guessing he could too.”
 
   “Yeah…” She nods, taking another sip.
 
   “We have plenty of extra beds… we can put you up in a room for the evening.”
 
    
 
   I’m careful to suggest that we don’t intend to make her and her son permanent fixtures as casually as I can. In 24 hours, we’ll reassess the situation and decide if they need to go. After that, it’ll be impossible to get rid of them and not be concerned about them coming back.
 
    
 
   “Are you guys headed anywhere in particular?” I ask.
 
   “The k… I, uhm… I’m not sure…”
 
   “Were you… looking for someone here?”
 
    
 
   She shifts uncomfortably, scratching at her mousy hair. “No.” She whispers quietly. My pulse races, but I calm myself with the notion that she would’ve been too paranoid to accept a drink if she had ulterior motives. Tracy closes her eyes again and takes another long sip that turns into polishing off the glass.
 
    
 
   “…want another?”
 
   “No, that’s alright… thank you… so much…”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
    
 
   She drops her head back and pushes out a sigh that strikes me as both definitive and relieved. “Everything okay?” The shrug she gives in response is tenuously non-committal. For once, I pray that Helen is at her post to inform us if this woman has been followed. Tracy’s head remains relaxed, but now she’s no longer smiling. I think I can fix that.
 
   “You know… we’re usually pretty wary of strangers… I’m sure you can imagine… but… bringing in someone like you… and Jimmy… it just… reminds us of who we are.” I realize mid-sentence that my ham-fisted philosophical waffle is not going to cut it. “We just… can’t imagine not helping someone in need…” As I continue, she calmly reaches into her purse and pulls out a gun.
 
   My blood freezes, and in my paralyzed catatonia, I forget every facet of my existence before this moment. Tracy slides the pistol softly along her thigh and stops when the muzzle reaches her knee, wrapping her index finger inside the trigger guard. As we stare at each other in desperation, I progress to feeling as though I’m not here. I know the moment of silence only lasts a second, but in that second, my senses come rushing back.
 
   A nearly overpowering urge to rush her and grab the gun floods every nerve ending, and in this moment, I’m indifferent to the fact that she’s armed. Before I can act, I remember what it was like to be staring at Rob with his finger on the trigger. I can’t conceal my breathing. I can’t ask her what she wants or why because I’m terrified of making any sound that could startle her. In lieu of action, I simply stare straight forward and become aware of the fact that my mouth is hanging open before the silence ends.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom.” Tracy whispers. I nod slowly, bringing up the speed as I casually lift my right hand to point toward the girl’s room nearest the lobby. She gradually pushes herself off the couch and hobbles to the door, grabbing her backpack as she goes. The apathy in her step is breathtaking. She pays no mind to me as she turns right through the doorway and slowly walks past the cafeteria.
 
   Fears about where she’s going and what she’s doing peel me off the couch and draw me toward the hall. Fifty feet away, her staggering steps are reflected by the glossy floor as she moves slowly enough that I have to question whether I’m dreaming. Is it possible that I gravely misread the situation? Was the gun supposed to be a threat, or was it arbitrary that she happened to pull it at that moment? I pray that no one else enters the hall and startles her. Once Tracy is far enough away, I exit the lounge.
 
   True to her word, she goes into the girl’s bathroom. From the distance, I can hear water running in a sink, a sound that is quickly compounded by several more faucets. A hot wave of fear rushes over me as I realize I have no idea what she could be doing. 
 
   A gunshot rings out.
 
   I ignore the fact that I have no way to defend myself, making my primary concern whether someone was in that bathroom. Anticipation rockets through my veins as I rush in to find Tracy on the floor, breathing ever so gently as a red puddle rapidly expands beneath her head. Her hand twitches on the pistol, so I take a big step forward and kick it away. Her weary eyes lean in my direction as she whispers something. I kneel down to hear, but there aren’t any words. She opens her mouth to take in a breath, but it isn’t there for her. Tracy’s lips part at a glacial pace and freeze, leaving her motionless.
 
   I fall back on my butt at the same time I realize my right hand is perched on my forehead. “Grey… Grey…?” I hear from down the hall. I can’t muster a response. Mursak is the first one in the room, and his massive deep breath is the first thing that makes what happened real to me. Anderson follows. “Oh fuck… what’d you do?” That snaps me right out of it. “She did.” Anderson turns toward the doorway and ushers someone out before they can see. “Mursak, keep watch.” Anderson mutters, pushing past him. Mursak obliges, cautiously slipping past the door and pulling it shut behind him.
 
    
 
   “You think the kid heard it?” Anderson asks.
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough…”
 
   “Any idea why ?”
 
   “…no…”
 
    
 
   We look at each other simultaneously. Anderson walks over to her body as the blood continues to flow toward the drain in the middle of the floor. He rolls up her sleeves and checks her neck, and I pull up her pant legs. He lifts her shirt to look at her emaciated stomach, and I pull off her boots. When I find the bandages wrapped around her right foot, I lift the leg and look at Anderson. 
 
   Anderson pulls the Leatherman off his belt and flicks out the serrated blade, cutting through her gauze to finally reveal that the inside of her foot has a bite wound with a chunk of flesh the size of a clementine missing. Anderson falls back on his butt as well. The faucets keep running as I shake my head. Anderson breaks the silence. “Think that’s a fatal shot?” I manage to scoff so quickly it makes me nauseous. Anderson smiles in confusion.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’m pretty sure she’s dead…” I reply.
 
   “I mean… she won’t come back?”
 
   “Oh god… I don’t think I have it in me.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” Anderson states. “Hit the faucets… we’ll lock the door, let her bleed out… me and Jake’ll move her.”
 
   “Why bleed her out? And why Jake?”
 
   “Cut ten pounds off her weight, and less mess. And Jake didn’t meet her.”
 
    
 
   That’s sound logic. As I turn off the faucets, Anderson pulls up a stray chair from the corner of the room and rests it against the closest sink to Tracy’s body, crossing her feet under the faucet and propping her lower back on the seat. Anderson estimates she’ll have bled out entirely in half an hour. Though I’m positive she’s dead, I wonder if her consciousness is still slowly draining away. If so, the pins and needles sensation must be unbearable.
 
   Since Anderson will ultimately confirm that Tracy won’t be coming back, I volunteer to mop up the mess in the bathroom. As he works her legs, I inform Karen of the situation and discover that she was helping Jimmy take a shower while Elena napped, so both of the kids managed to be undisturbed by the shot. When I tell Ally, she chews me out for my piss-poor psychological tactics and intimates that Tracy would not have killed herself if she had spoken to her. I restrain the urge to deconstruct her logic by pointing out that Tracy was dead no matter what and that there is no such thing as a cure for whatever happens after we die.
 
   Karen goes through Tracy’s personal effects in an attempt to offer an explanation that Ally will interpret, but the entire exercise strikes me as futile. Once it’s time for Anderson and Jake to do the deed, I get the mop and yellow Continental bucket from the janitor’s closet. The job is fairly easy, given Tracy’s proximity to the drain. I spend a long time staring into it after I’ve finished, the swimming pressure in my head intensifying after about ten minutes. In spite of the solemnity, I get a brief comical charge from my decision to set up a ‘wet floor’ sign.
 
   When I’ve returned the cleaning items to the closet and washed them out, I return to my room and attempt to calm myself by playing my keyboard. As I have many times in the past, I reach a point of desperation where I question my desire to do anything other than lie down and die. Jimmy’s mother realized her son’s vulnerability and essentially tricked us into taking him. This episode validates my assertion that we shouldn’t advertise to outsiders, but it was my decision to invite her.
 
   Unable to continue thinking about this without deteriorating, I repair to the cafeteria for a long awaited first meal of the day, carefully avoiding Ally as she dines with Karen. I don’t bother to ascertain the time, but I can tell by the light that it must be late evening. Aside from the windows facing the back parking lot and those facing the courtyard, the cafeteria is the only place in the school where we experience natural daylight.
 
   Once I’ve finished eating, I make myself another big white Russian and head up to my room, realizing about halfway through my trek that Karen is following me and trying not to be noticed. I get inside and sit down in my computer chair. “What’s up?” I ask without facing the doorway, a churlish attempt to reveal her blatancy. Karen sighs from the hallway, walks in, and leans against the countertop. “Where are the kids?” I ask. She looks down, rolling her tongue around her bottom teeth.
 
    
 
   “They’re with Colin.” She starts, stone-faced. “You know, I didn’t sign up to be den mother.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I don’t want you thinkin’ of me as the one who takes care of us. Especially the kids.”
 
    
 
   Somehow, it feels like I’m seeing beyond this conversation, almost as though it was scripted, and I can’t stifle the urge to adlib.
 
    
 
   “…uh… I get what you’re saying… but is there a reason we’re having this conversation…?”
 
   “Jimmy.”
 
   “…are you telling me I shouldn’t have let them in?”
 
   “Of course not… what I’m sayin’ is… Colin has a responsibility to Elena… who’s gonna take responsibility for Jimmy?”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “That’s my point.” Karen states.
 
   “I don’t… I’m not sure what you want me to say…”
 
   “I want some fuckin’ help!”
 
    
 
   This may be the first time Karen’s raised her voice to me. She clearly regrets it.
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m on call 24/7… if I’m not testin’ the water, preppin’ food, takin’ care of Rob… I’m watchin’ the kids… I can’t do it on my own.”
 
   “Karen… one of the reasons I don’t involve myself in that… is because I’m 19. That’s not an excuse… I literally have no idea what to do with them…”
 
   “You think I do?”
 
   “You’re a nurse, you told me you dealt with kids all the time…”
 
   “Yeah, in a hospital, with a dozen other nurses each shift…”
 
   “What about Ally?”
 
   “Jeff…” Karen does everything she can to restrain her anger. “Is there some reason you think the women should take care of the kids?”
 
   “…what? Ally’s a fucking psychiatrist, and we haven’t given her any other responsibilities… isn’t she sort of… uniquely qualified?”
 
   “Okay, fine… what I’m sayin’ is everyone is gonna have to take an active role in raisin’ ‘em… we’re gonna have to tell him what happened to his mom… they’re gonna ask what’s outside, and we can’t lie… we’re gonna have to stop ‘em from gettin’ out when they get curious…”
 
   “Okay… I agree… but what good comes from telling Jimmy his mom shot herself?”
 
    
 
   Karen reaches into her pocket and pulls out a folded swatch of notebook paper, motioning it toward me. “It was in her purse.” I hesitate before taking and unfolding it. The paper still has eraser dust clinging to the many corrections.
 
    
 
   Jimmy,
 
    
 
   Mommy’s going away again, and this time, I’m not coming back. I’m so sorry it had to be this way, but mommy was sick and didn’t want to get you sick. I know I told you we’d see daddy again, but the truth is, daddy was sick too, and he didn’t want me to tell you. I just want you to know that you’re not sick, and you didn’t do anything wrong. You’re going to live with new people now, and they’re going to take care of you, so listen to them and do what they say. Every day with you was a gift, Jimmy, and I don’t want you to forget that. Don’t worry about me or daddy because God will take care of us. Just know that we both love you more than anything and we want you to be happy.
 
    
 
   Mom
 
    
 
   “Okay…” I start. “Why’d you show me that?” 
 
   “It isn’t gonna take more’n a few hours for him to start askin’ what happened … what are we gonna say?”
 
   “Same thing we told Elena.”
 
   “That’s different… that’s her brother tellin’ her… he’s gotta hear it from a bunch of strangers.”
 
   “Do you think I have an answer? Because I don’t.”
 
   “Neither do I. So we’re gonna have to figure it out. Together.”
 
    
 
   I rub my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Okay… do you mind asking Ally if she has any ideas?”
 
   “…is there some reason you won’t?” Karen replies.
 
   “She’s pissed at me.”
 
   “And you can’t get past it?”
 
   “Karen, I just watched someone bleed to death after eating a bullet… if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a drink alone and try to remember a time in my life when that wasn’t the status quo.”
 
   “And alcohol’s the only way you can do that?”
 
   “Who are you, my fucking mother?!”
 
   “…no… I guess I’m not.”
 
    
 
   I regret saying that, but offer nothing to rectify the situation as Karen walks through the door. Feeling completely frustrated with everyone else in the group, I furiously bang away at my keyboard for a few hours. I eventually make my way to the cafeteria for another drink and help myself to some junk food. After I’ve returned to my room and finished my meal, Anderson comes by with his guitar and the two of us record a brief jam session, a choice that seems useless to me.
 
   Anderson leaves after mumbling something about moving in with Helen, and I again find myself alone. What a shitty day. How much better would things have been if Tracy never showed up, or we never invited her inside? Since I’ve had my fill of the keyboard for the evening, I find solace by listening to Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. I continue slowly enjoying my drink as I walk around the piles of paper to change into my sleeping clothes, then return to the computer and play solitaire.
 
   When I reach Concerto No. 2 in G minor, primarily known as Summer, I reflect on that season in 2003. The space between senior projects and graduation, as well as the delay before the beginning of college, afforded me the longest summer of my life. For the first time, I was awarded with a sense of accomplishment, a feeling that I could truly let my mind separate from school. My required education was over, and it was time to embrace the possibilities of my future without concerning myself over the work necessary to achieve them. I didn’t take a job, and by the time of my senior prom, Julia and I were officially an item; the picture on my computer tower was our first as a couple.
 
   I’ll never forget the sublime feeling of driving with my windows down through the warm greens and yellows of the foliage, breathing in the clean air as the sun danced across every surface. The brisk scents accompanying my repose next to a chlorine pool as I watched the iridescent blue glow of surging water. Sleeping late every day and waking up without the fear of some impending deadline or responsibility. Spending every other day in the arms of my love or with my friends, entertaining ourselves by breaking into abandoned buildings or taking long walks at night.
 
   Before long, the alcohol overtakes me, so I decide to end another long, depressing day by carrying the bittersweet taste of these reminisces into my dreams.
 
   


 
   
 
  



12-23-04, THURSDAY
 
    
 
   I wake up at 11:30, eat breakfast, masturbate, shower, get dressed, and futz with my computer until 3:15, at which point I bundle up for a trip to the roof. A half hour of walking shows nothing of importance in each of the cardinal directions, and I realize that I still don’t feel right. I’m starting to become concerned that whatever I did two days ago is just going to stay with me forever.
 
   When I return to my room, I find a note on the door from Ally asking me to come see her. As before, I find her in the tech lab, apparently still working on her thesis. “You wanted to see me?” She smiles as she continues typing. “Hey Jeff… have a seat.” She keeps typing as I sit awkwardly, not sure what I’m supposed to be doing. Finally, she reaches a stopping point.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to have a talk with Jimmy and Elena.”
 
   “Together or separate?”
 
   “Separate. The important thing is that both of them need a sense of safety, continuity, and caring… that’s going to be a lot harder for Jimmy. I know you don’t feel a particularly strong connection to either of them…”
 
    
 
   Damn you, Karen.
 
    
 
   “…but it’s important for you to interact.” Ally continues. “Don’t be afraid to hug them. If they want to tell you something, listen. If they have a question, answer honestly. We don’t want to give them a reason to distrust us.”
 
   “Okay… do we tell them Santa isn’t real either?”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Don’t parents lie to their kids about Santa? The tooth fairy? If you were a kid… and you lost a parent this close to the holidays… wouldn’t you ask Santa to bring them back?”
 
   “Did you ever have an imaginary friend as a kid?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I did…” I admit.
 
   “Well, Santa’s a lot like that. I think it’s just as important for a child to figure that out on their own as to believe in him in the first place.”
 
   “Fair enough… and what do we tell them about Zombies?”
 
   “The truth.”
 
   “…you want me to tell Jimmy his mom killed herself…?”
 
   “No… it’s… do you curse in front of your parents?”
 
   “…what?” I ask.
 
   “Do you use foul language when talking with your mom and dad?”
 
   “…no?”
 
   “It’s the same sort of thing… there’s no need to be graphic… and you absolutely do not want to enforce the idea that their parents ‘left’ them.”
 
   “But Tracy’s note…”
 
   “She’s not a psychologist.” Ally says bluntly. “If you go down that path, you let them believe that their parents had a choice in the matter, and that’s a dangerous game. They’re liable to believe they did something wrong and that by correcting certain behaviors they can bring them back.”
 
   “That’s ironic.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to be.”
 
   “Jeff… you were a child once… do you remember how you thought of your world?”
 
   “…that’s an oblique question… can you just get to the point?”
 
   “…children don’t concern themselves with the world around them… it’s a safe place. They wake up with breakfast ready, go to school, eat again, come home, do homework, eat more, get put in bed, and repeat the cycle… parents are responsible for maintaining that cycle, ergo, when you take away a child’s parents, the illusion that the world is a safe place disappears. They may become focused on their own mortality, or shut themselves off completely. We have to keep them talking, and reassure them… this isn’t easy for anyone… we’re all dealing with loss… but if we handle this properly, they can have a better transition than us.”
 
    
 
   I think I retained about four words of that. “Okay…” I mutter. I get the sense Ally detected that I wasn’t listening.
 
    
 
   “Karen and I will come up with the language to break it to them gently but firmly.”
 
   “Alright… and I just back your play.”
 
   “…yeah. Jeff… how do you feel about this?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You know… telling them the truth.”
 
   “They’ve gotta figure it out sooner or later. I mean… we can’t say things’ll get better. It’s not like we can move on. I mean… is that something you want me to tell them?”
 
    
 
   Ally nods, producing a thoughtful yet neutral hum. She clicks the mouse a few times, and when I get the sense that she’s done with me, I stand up.
 
    
 
   “Oh, Jeff…” She starts. “Think we can have lunch together?”
 
   “It’s… 4:20… and you want to have lunch?”
 
   “Or dinner, whatever you’d call it.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Say, 5:00ish?”
 
   “…yeah, okay.”
 
    
 
   I again get the sense that she’s done, and this time she lets me leave. What a bizarre conversation. Ally has never asked me to have a meal with her, since most of us generally eat only when we’re hungry. I suppose regimenting meal times will go a long way toward preserving our food caches, though, so I’ll meet her and bring that up. With a half hour to spare, I use the bathroom and return to my room to continue on my keyboard. At one point I think I hear someone knocking on my door, but I choose to ignore them; if it were important, they’d let themselves in. At 5:05, I stop and head down to the cafeteria.
 
   I enter the back way to check out the food supplies first, discovering that we still haven’t finished our recently expired pre-packaged lunch cache, so I take a box out into the cafeteria to find almost everyone seated at one table. Elena, Jimmy, Rob, and Mursak are the only ones absent, and as soon as I enter, everyone gets quiet and avoids looking at me. I don’t like the look of this. “Jeff, have a seat.” Ally says impartially. I drop the box on the table and sit down one seat away from Anderson while Helen sizes me up. “What’s up?” I ask, trying to avoid pussyfooting.
 
    
 
   “Jeff, we need to have a talk.” Ally says, trying and failing to sound non-confrontational.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Well… about you.”
 
    
 
   I don’t merely dislike this. I’m going to hate it.
 
    
 
   “…okay…”
 
   “I was… a bit… distressed… about our conversation earlier.” Ally continues.
 
   “Look… if you want to bluff, sell it at another table…” I start, taking a bite out of some crackers. “Play the board.”
 
   “Are you aware of the Kübler-Ross grief model?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Describe it.”
 
   “There are five stages of grief following loss…” I sigh. “Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance.”
 
   “Where do you think you are?” Ally asks.
 
   “With what? Jules?”
 
   “With everything.”
 
   “Acceptance. I get it, you know… it’s a new world and we have to deal with it. Are we done?”
 
    
 
   Ally sighs.
 
    
 
   “You admit that… but do you accept it?”
 
   “Of course.” I reply.
 
   “Tell me about that.”
 
   “You mean… tell everyone about that? Is this an intervention?” I’m met with silence. “Look, guys, I get it…”
 
   “No you don’t.” Rich offers firmly.
 
   “Yeah, I do.”
 
   “Then why are we here?”
 
   “You tell me!”
 
   “You’re angry.” Ally says.
 
   “What, about this? You invite me to eat with you and ambush me with this psych bullshit…”
 
   “I just want you to answer a question.” Ally interrupts, taking an irritatingly long pause. “When was the last time you felt better?”
 
   “Than what?”
 
   “About anything.”
 
   “I dunno… what kind of stupid question is that? When did I feel better about Julia dying… about never seeing my parents again? About us… running out of food… about the fact that there are fucking Zombies? When are you supposed to feel better about any of that…?” They all stay quiet. “Oh, I see… I’m supposed to just get over it. Find me one person in this group who’s fine with it. You do that, and I’ll show you someone who’s lost their goddamn mind.”
 
   “It’s not about bein’ fine with it…” Karen interjects. “It’s about acceptin’ it.”
 
   “…does that word even mean anything anymore?”
 
   “Dude…” Anderson adds. “You’re angry.”
 
   “What makes you think you need to tell me that!? I accept it, okay? How are the rest of you not angry?”
 
   “At what?” Rich asks.
 
   “I don’t know, about the fact that this doesn’t make any FUCKING SENSE!?” I bang my hand into the table. “Am I the only person who didn’t know there were Zombies two months ago?!” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter…”
 
   “Yes it does!”
 
   “No it doesn’t!” Rich continues. “Bad shit happens all the time… yeah, it’s worse now than ever… you don’t get pissed that it happens, you accept it and move on… because that’s the only thing you can do.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I get angry about it…”
 
   “So you admit that you’re stuck on anger?” Ally asks.
 
   “I’m not stuck on anger…”
 
   “You can’t even admit it…” Melody says, exasperated.
 
   “Alright, fine, I’m ‘stuck on anger’… that’s what you think, that’s what you wanna hear, fine…”
 
   “No…” Helen starts.
 
   “Shut. Up. What about you? Bitching your way out of responsibility, sittin’ in the security room all day on your fat ass… and Ally, you’re working on your goddamn thesis… for what? You’re not getting a diploma… you’ll never be a real shrink! Anderson, you’re not in Guard anymore, and no one cares what you did there… Rich can’t get over the bum thing… Rob’s eating up supplies… but somehow, I’m the problem. Yeah, I’m angry, I accept that… I fucking embrace it.”
 
   “…you’re still not dealing with it.” Ally starts. “There’s no way out of it for you. You can’t embrace it forever. Sooner or later… you have to get past it.”
 
   “You know… I’ll do that when the rest of you ‘get past it’. Until then… leave me the fuck alone.”
 
    
 
   I take advantage of the silence, grabbing my dinner and marching back to my room. What a load of shit. I can’t believe they had the nerve to sit down and pretend I’m the only one with a problem. I pound through my meal and try playing my keyboard, but their little talk just sapped me of the ability to feel anything but rage. I’m sure they’d tell me there’s something wrong with me for even thinking that, but what do they know? They’re lying to themselves about this anyway.
 
   I jump up and pound my fist into a cabinet until the wood snaps. I grab my computer keyboard and break it over my knee, blasting the letters and numbers across the floor like plastic teeth from a dusty mouth. I let out a scream that holds out until a headache forces me to stop, sending me staggering across the room, slipping through the piles of paper. My eyes pinch shut and I grab my forehead, trying and failing to make it go away. Those sons of bitches have no idea what I’ve gone through. No one had to kill anyone the way I did with Don, or John Squared. No one looked in the eyes of the person they loved to say goodbye. No one had to listen to their brother get ripped to shreds on the phone.
 
   My face gnarls as the tears rush out of my eyes. I lose all conception of time and space as wave after wave of traumatic images flood my brain. I heard my brother get disemboweled. Any sense of rage or denial I felt over his death is quickly overcome by crippling guilt. My limp body hits the floor and I cry so hard I begin to feel as though I’m trapped in a furnace, like my flesh is becoming so raw I could tear out of it. Autopilot takes over in my brain, seeing me slither over to the door and lock it as though someone else is pulling my strings.
 
   I crawl back into the mess of strewn papers and curl up in a ball. John Squared. My brother. Julia. So vulnerable, just flesh, blood, and bone. I’ve heard the idiom flesh and blood thousands of times, but I’ve never thought about my flesh being touched in places that make me cringe; my neck, my love handles, my thighs, and how those reflexes would respond to teeth closing in.
 
   Dave tried to bargain with a plague. The fight was futile and he knew it. His final gambit relied on the optimistic notion that the dead could be reasoned with, shown the savagery of their ways, but his flesh became nothing more than a barrier to protect his blood. I shudder to think his final thoughts were anger and fear directed at me, but I know the reality is that he would have done anything to live, including trading places with me.
 
   Still crying, I wince as I imagine teeth gripping a full chunk of his flesh and tearing it away as he looks down to see a red puddle pooling up in the wound, flowing freely from the raw meat. I remember how John Squared tried to put himself back together, and imagine myself in his place as he watched his intestines slithering out, trying to figure out which part to grab as the undead tried to pull it away.
 
   For centuries, humanity has addressed death with a variety of masks, and in the past hundred years, we’ve succeeded in pushing mortality farther and farther away from imminent certainty through the engaging static of confectionary distractions. Buy our product. Watch our program. Eat at our restaurant. Vacation at our beach. Get married. Have kids. Now the undead have stripped them away, revealing the embodied face of death: inexplicable, unavoidable, and meaningless, defying every scientific precept while defiling the peace and closure offered by our mortality. The undead are the abyss where reason dies.
 
   In the midst of my slobbering insanity, I find the willpower to move, dragging my body to the computer so I can grab my phone and dial the number for my parent’s hotel. After a cursory interlude with the hotel staff, I’ve got my mom on the line.
 
    
 
   “Jeff?”
 
   “Mom…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’m sorry…” I sob.
 
   “Jeff, what is it?! What happened?”
 
   “I just… I miss you…”
 
    
 
   She opens up instantly, and I follow suit.
 
    
 
   “I’d give anything to be with you.”
 
   “Mom, I just… I want to be home with you and dad… I just want it to be okay again… I wanna go home…”
 
   “I love you so much…”
 
   “I love you too… I don’t know what I’m doing…” I can’t stop crying. “I wanna… I wanna know it’s gonna be alright… I just wanna go home.”
 
    
 
   I lose the rest of the conversation as I start hyperventilating, but I’m certain that I don’t fess up about Dave. Before long, we’ve said our goodbyes, and I manage to crawl into bed, where I attempt to lose myself in my pillows. My body is on fire. My ribs ache, my eyes burn, my throat is dry, and worst of all, I know I’ve been a terrible person. The furnace in which I’ve trapped myself just gets hotter, and when the flames crest, I feel an indescribably excruciating pain moments before I black out. 
 
   


 
   
 
  





12-24-04, FRIDAY
 
    
 
   I have absolutely no desire to be awake. I can tell by the windows that the sun has barely risen just as I identify a deep, reverberating thumping sound. My head still hurts, I didn’t sleep right, and I still don’t feel like I belong here, but I launch myself out of bed for what I know must be a helicopter. I don’t stop to get dressed as I excitedly unlock the door and spill out into the cold hallway where I see Anderson, dressed in his fatigues and traipsing toward the northernmost corner of the building as if possessed.
 
   I follow him into the classroom as the sound increases in volume. “Coming from the west… Chinook… maybe two.” Anderson mutters. I look behind us to see everyone in the group except for Rob standing outside 218. “Grey…” It takes me a moment to recognize Anderson saying my name.
 
    
 
   “Yeah?” I ask.
 
   “AlCon one. No radios, cell phones off. Tell Rich to prep for evacuation.”
 
   “…evacuation!?”
 
   “Just prep. And bring me binoculars.”
 
    
 
   I nod as he stands like a statue with his fists resting on his waist, then rush back to the group. “What’s going on?” Mursak asks while the rest of them mumble incomprehensibly. “Rich…” I get his attention, walking back into the keep with the entire group clambering behind me. Rich emerges as I stand by the weapons closet. “I need you to open the door.” He nods, reaching into his pocket to produce the key while the voices of the group reach a nervous fever pitch. I lock eyes on Elena, then Jimmy, both of whom look appropriately scared. The sound of the blades is almost on top of us.
 
    
 
   “Alright, everyone, AlCon one. No radios, turn your cell phones off. Prep for evacuation…” Their reaction is more confused than mine. “…you know what that means… travel clothes, backpacks, weapons loaded. Mursak, Jake, Melody, get the pallet truck, move the emergency rations to the southeast exit. Helen, monitor… Karen, I need you to get Rob ready to move… Ally, get the kids ready, but keep them calm… Rich, where are the binoculars?”
 
   “Security office.”
 
   “Alright… Rich…”
 
    
 
   I turn back to see the group staring at me. “Guys, now…” They scatter off to their beds. As Rich gets the door open, I step inside with him.
 
    
 
   “Rich… I need you to oversee.”
 
   “…what about you?”
 
   “Anderson’ll tell me where to go. If we’re not using radios, you and I are the relays… you see who needs help and assess the status, I report Anderson’s commands.”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Chinook.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” He asks.
 
   “It’s a military transport helicopter.”
 
    
 
   Rich smiles as I take my weapons and head down the hall to the security office. Once I have the binoculars, I rush back to my room and see Mursak and Jake heading out of 218. “Make sure all the lights are out and stay away from the windows!” I shout out over the chopper blades as the two of them run down the steps. I return to my room, get dressed, turn off my cell phone, and run back to Anderson with the binoculars. Everything in the room shakes as a heavy black shadow crests over the side of the school. A moment later, the body of a long, tandem rotor helicopter, pointed toward the football field, slides into view. It’s carting an enormous trailer underneath.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on!?” I shout in Anderson’s ear.
 
   “They’re looking for an LZ!”
 
   “What do we do?!”
 
   “Wait!”
 
    
 
   We watch the Chinook continue to ease forward for a moment, eventually speeding up and heading northwest. True to Anderson’s prediction, another long shadow swirls off the edge of the roof and aims for the football field.
 
    
 
   “Looks like a D, but I’ve never seen one like that before…”
 
   “What!?”
 
   “D, it’s a 47D, but it looks different!”
 
    
 
   We drop our voices as we watch the massive helicopters circle the soccer field just to the northwest of the football field and start descending behind the trees. “What the…” I start. Anderson has the binoculars glued to his eyes, remaining silent for several minutes as the trees continue to sway toward us before the rotors finally stop. By comparison, it is now dead quiet.
 
    
 
   “What are they doing?” I ask.
 
   “You want me to guess?”
 
   “Well, Jesus, do we go out there?”
 
   “We don’t know why they’re here.”
 
   “It’s not a rescue op?”
 
   “Who are they rescuing?” Anderson asks. “They don’t know we’re here. If it was a rescue they’d send more than two hooks.”
 
   “What if they…”
 
   “Shh!”
 
    
 
   I look out toward the field, but I can’t see anything other than trees at this distance. Anderson’s jaw drops.
 
    
 
   “What, what?”
 
   “We’ve got… a dozen guys in hazmat suits… infantry… about thirty or forty… wearing masks… is that an A2?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Humvee… looks like a… M1025A2” Anderson mutters.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Never seen one like that… it’s towing a… I dunno… looks like a… trailer or something… maybe a mobile shelter…”
 
    
 
   I can now see the soldiers and hazmat suits followed by a Humvee heading up the road that connects the football field, the cemetery, and the back parking lot. Once they reach the cemetery, they promptly turn right and walk through the gate. The Humvee stops just ahead of the cemetery gate and someone detaches it from the trailer.
 
    
 
   “That’s it.” Anderson mumbles.
 
   “What?”
 
   “They’re checking the cemetery.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If you knew Zombies came from one cemetery, wouldn’t you want to check it out?”
 
   “…so the hazmats are CDC…”
 
   “That trailer’s a mobile lab… I’d put money on that.”
 
   “What do we do?” I ask.
 
   “Wait!”
 
    
 
   I have to squint to make it out, but I can see one of the soldiers giving instructions to several others, and a small detachment rushes off to the football field.
 
    
 
   “God… dammit…” Anderson mutters.
 
   “What, what?!”
 
   “In about a minute they’re gonna have a sniper on that bird’s nest.”
 
   “…what bird’s nest?!”
 
   “Press box. By the time they get up there we’re not gonna have eyes. They’re pooling at the gate… ahh… one of ‘em’s breaking off this way. Probably recon… that’s weird…”
 
   “What?” I ask after a moment.
 
   “I’ve never seen ‘em put one guy on recon… special forces… 193?”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “193rd SOW… ANG from PA… they’re usually just psych ops…”
 
    
 
   His eyes stay glued to the binoculars while I stare at him in utter confusion. Finally, I turn to see two soldiers scale the bleachers.
 
    
 
   “They’re almost at the press box.” I say.
 
   “Thank god we didn’t turn the heat on.”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “He’s got a thermal scope…”
 
   “…should we move?”
 
   “He’s not in position yet.” Anderson mumbles.
 
   “Can’t they see through walls?”
 
   “…no. We move when I say we move.”
 
    
 
   I take a few steps toward the door. I can feel my heart pounding in my eye. I don’t even have the slightest idea what’s in store, but I’m terrified that the Humvee is just going to start shooting at the school. Why would they do that? I have no idea. Anderson continues staring out the window, making me more and more terrified that I’m going to watch a plume of blood snap out of the back of his head.
 
    
 
   “Je-sus Christ…” Anderson burbles.
 
   “What?!”
 
   “I know him…”
 
    
 
   The sniper and the soldier I assume to be his spotter have just finished scaling the ladder to get on top of the press box.
 
    
 
   “We gotta move…”
 
   “I know ‘im!” Anderson repeats.
 
   “Now!”
 
    
 
   Anderson turns tail and flees toward the door and I follow closely behind him. Anderson shuts the door gently by placing his hand on the bottom and easing it closed. He backs away and puts himself against the concrete outside of the doorway. Though I’m breathing heavily with my eyes closed, I can still hear him turn to me.
 
    
 
   “I know that guy.”
 
   “What? Who?” I ask.
 
   “The guy headed for the school… I fuckin’ know him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Six months ago the Guard brought in specials ops over a weekend… like, war game shit… I was trained in recon, so I buddied up with their guy… and he’s out there.”
 
   “How do you know it’s him?”
 
   “How many people you meet in the 193rd PA ANG with a name like Tech Sergeant Yoxtheimer?” He asks.
 
   “…alright… okay… so what do we do?”
 
    
 
   Anderson thinks for a moment.
 
    
 
   “You got a piece of paper?”
 
   “I… tons…”
 
   “Get me one… and a marker…”
 
    
 
   I pop up and keep my head down, running off toward my room. I grab the first sheet I can find, locate a permanent marker, and run out to Anderson. He writes something on the paper and rushes downstairs. I rush after him in an adrenaline fueled daze, spotting Mursak and Jake as they pull a massive pallet of MREs and water down the hallway toward the gate.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?” Mursak calls out.
 
   “Keep your mouth shut and stay away from the windows!” Anderson shouts.
 
   “Keep your guns on you and drop ‘em if we get soldiers in here.” I call after him.
 
   “Smart move.” Anderson confirms.
 
   “It’s what you’d do.”
 
    
 
   Anderson starts folding up the paper as I follow him through the cafeteria. He unblocks the doorway that leads to the naked alley through which I once lead half a dozen scared teenagers, opens the door, and slowly peeks out. After a moment, he pulls it shut.
 
    
 
   “Alright, we’ve got about ninety seconds until he hits that seam…” Anderson says, referring to the gap between the cafeteria and the gym. “Press box has no visibility… I need you looking out the gym doors on that side to monitor. Through the glass… do not open ‘em. I dunno if this is gonna work, but if I go down, you pull everyone on the bus and move out.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Trust me. Move. Now!”
 
    
 
   I bolt toward the kitchen, run through the back entrance, and negotiate the gate separating me from the gym hallways in enough time to see Anderson stealthily make his way through the cafeteria door and down the steps. The paper I gave him is folded up in an airplane cocked behind his head, which he throws casually so it sails underneath the bus blocking the exit and kisses the blacktop a few feet beyond. Once it hits, Anderson slowly stretches his arms out, places them behind his head, and eases down on his knees, letting his butt hit the ground so he can see under the bus.
 
   My breath is shallowing, so I reach into my pocket and take a hit off my inhaler, doing my best not to fog the glass. Anderson’s mouth starts moving, so I press my forehead against the window to get a better look at the bus, seeing nothing. Anderson comes to his feet just as the barrel of an assault rifle with a vertical forward grip comes into view, and I instinctively flinch at the possibility of Anderson getting shot.
 
   From what I can tell, Anderson says nothing. After a moment, the weapon lowers; its owner, presumably Yoxtheimer, raises his gas mask and steps forward. Anderson speaks again, and I can sense from his expressions that Yoxtheimer does indeed know him. He looks back, then returns his gaze to Anderson. I hear a noise to my left and turn to see Melody standing on the other side of the gate. I hold my hand out, raising my index finger to my mouth. She holds out her arms to signal her understanding.
 
   Yoxtheimer nods, looks back again, and returns his attention to Anderson. I’d give my left arm to hear what they’re saying. Yoxtheimer crumples up the paper airplane and tosses it at Anderson’s feet, and after another moment, Yoxtheimer takes off his backpack, pulls out a document of some sort, tosses it on the ground, puts his backpack on again and steps back. He holds his arm out to Anderson and speaks into a headset.
 
   The two of them talk for another few seconds, and then Yoxtheimer replaces his mask as Anderson offers a formal salute. Yoxtheimer returns the gesture, walking off toward the opening between the bus and the pool’s shattered exterior wall as Anderson picks up the document and cautiously returns to the cafeteria. I turn and flee, brushing past Melody as I slide under the gate, hearing her sneakers squealing against the tile behind me. I hit the throttle, darting through the back entrance to the kitchen so I can intercept Anderson just as he finishes glancing back through the door.
 
    
 
   “So?” I ask excitedly.
 
   “Okay… here’s what’s up…” Anderson says authoritatively, leading us back toward the hallway. “Special ops are assisting the CDC and USAMRIID in a fact finding mission to the cemetery… they’re testing water, testing soil, pulling corpses…”
 
   “They still don’t know how it happened.” Melody groans.
 
   “Right. Now, you don’t know I talked to him… we clear? That way if something goes down, we pay for it, not you.”
 
   “But what if you gave us away?”
 
   “He figured there was someone in here. He found Steve out back.”
 
    
 
   Shit. We have a corpse with bound limbs and a sock stuffed in his mouth in our backyard. After two months, he still hasn’t starved to death.
 
    
 
   “So… we go with them?” I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What’d he tell you?”
 
   “That’s between me and him.”
 
   “Oh come on…”
 
   “What’d I say? “Anderson asks. “I didn’t talk to him, remember?”
 
   “Alright… so… what’s the… what’d he give you?”
 
   “The CDC’s report on Zombies… look, if they don’t find what they’re lookin’ for, they’re back within six months. That means if we hear another chopper, we book it.”
 
   “Why?” Melody asks.
 
   “Because we don’t know what they’re gonna do.”
 
   “No… but what if they find out we can’t get it or some shit?” Melody continues. “Or, like… I don’t know… it’s a virus and we’ve got it?”
 
   “What if they dissect you to find out?”
 
   “You don’t think that’s worth it?”
 
    
 
   I find it hard to mount a counterargument, and Anderson seems to be struggling with his response as well. After a moment, he takes a deep breath and exhales.
 
    
 
   “It’s all in here…” Anderson says impatiently, holding up the document and tapping it against his head. “They can’t figure it out.”
 
   “Does he know?” Melody continues.
 
   “No… but if I thought we’d do ‘em any good, I wouldn’t be standing here.”
 
   “What if they just wanna take us somewhere safer…? I’d rather get poked full of holes at some army base than spend the rest of my life here.”
 
   “Because here you have a choice.” I interrupt. “If you wanna go, you can. Once you walk out that door, it might be the last choice you ever make. They might do whatever it takes to figure this out, even if it means killing you.”
 
   “What if they do figure it out?”
 
   “What if they don’t? You wanna spend the rest of your life in a little white room, hoping you did something to make a difference? Or do you wanna stay here… and have a choice?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Alright then. If they don’t figure it out, you can stay here and they’ll probably come back. If they do… you’ll be glad you kept your mouth shut.”
 
   “Think of how many people we could help…”
 
   “Melody… it’s not the flu…”
 
   “Hey!” Anderson bellows, finally silencing us. “Shut. Up. Karen’s gonna read this and tell us what’s up. They move out at sundown…”
 
   “You sure?” Melody asks.
 
   “Yeah. I’m tellin’ you two that conversation with Yoxy didn’t happen… so do me a favor and start forgetting.”
 
   “We don’t have any cameras pointed out back, do we?” I mutter.
 
    
 
   Anderson stares at me in desperation as he thinks it over.
 
    
 
   “No… the one over the postern was already here.”
 
   “Thank god…”
 
   “Grey, we parked ourselves in with school buses and slashed the tires… it ain’t exactly subtle.” Anderson replies. “If they want in, there’s nothing we can do to stop them.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “Have the rations made it to the auditorium?”
 
   “In position…” Melody confirms. “But we never practiced getting it on the bus…”
 
   “Great. AlCon one stays in effect in case we have to bolt.” Anderson replies, holding out the report. “Karen’s gotta read this.”
 
   “Got it…” I reply, snatching it out of his hand. “Look, dude, can I get some sleep?”
 
   “Sure. Keep your door unlocked and your boots on…” Anderson pushes through the stairwell doors before he finishes his sentence. “By the way, it’s gonna snow later.”
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Yoxy said it’s gonna snow.”
 
   “…okay…”
 
    
 
   I bolt up the stairs to the medlab while Anderson heads toward the security office. Halfway up the steps, I realize Melody is following me.
 
    
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “What…? What are we doing?”
 
   “…I’m taking the report to Karen.”
 
   “The group, numb nuts.” She replies.
 
   “What did I tell you about talking to me like that?”
 
   “Don’t you dare talk down to me.”
 
   “Then stop insulting me.”
 
   “You deserve it.”
 
   “…you’re right…” I start. “But that doesn’t mean you have to…”
 
   “For Christ’s sake…”
 
   “…I’m telling you I’m sorry!”
 
   “For what?” She asks.
 
    
 
   I pinch the bridge of my nose and shut my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Can we please do this later?”
 
   “Why?” She asks.
 
   “I have to take this report to Karen, there are soldiers in our backyard, we have no idea what they’re gonna do, and I got four hours sleep last night… pick a reason… but if you ask me that now, I’m just gonna tell you whatever you want to hear. That’s how tired I am.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Okay!” She confirms.
 
    
 
   Melody descends the stairs and disappears through the doorway. I find Karen in medlab with Rob appearing quite docile. She graciously accepts the report and I quickly excuse myself. As I power walk back to my room, I try to convince myself that I have no reason to make this nap short as a psychological ploy to avoid waking up every fifteen minutes panicking that someone’s going to get shot. I recognize this possibility, but know that I’m better off lying to myself so I can sleep solidly for several hours.
 
   Per Anderson’s instructions, I keep my clothes on and rest my rifle against the side of my bed furthest from the door. As my brain spirals down the unlikely chain of events leading to this moment, I realize how unsettlingly normal this situation feels. With everything we’ve seen, I feel eerily insulated just by being inside the school. I consider myself fortunate that I fall on this thought so quickly in the process of trying to coax my conscious brain to give in and let the nonsensical background take over to do its work.
 
    
 
   Sleep wasn’t kind to me. As predicted, I woke up often to discover some tenuous connection to reality, fearing that some non-existent leviathan is hunting me in my waking moments. After long enough, I’m able to remind myself that I’ve woken up naturally, not coaxed by gunfire or shouting. Once I sit up, I recognize my room and see the wrecked piles of paper resting on my floor. My recollections of the previous few days infect my thoughts, and before I know it, I’m on the floor trying to sift through my life’s work.
 
   I get on my hands and knees to start re-organizing, but the train of thought driving my desire to classify the wayward sheets is derailed by a proverbial penny: what the hell am I doing? Who cares if my writing is preserved? It wasn’t published for a reason, and I’m the only one who cares about it. Sure, if we ever have children I can show them I was a writer, but does it ultimately matter? I didn’t catalog any stark reformations in the human condition via a plague or renaissance. My work would be no more useful to my companions if it were written in Esperanto.
 
   Overtaken by a desire to reduce my computer to a paperweight by throwing it out the window, I aim to punch the same cabinet I took my rage out on last night, but stop myself for fear of alerting the soldiers. I put the papers in unorganized stacks on my countertop, figuring that we might need kindling someday. What was the point? Did I really need these stacks of paper? Is there some reason I was so insistent upon bringing my DVD collection with us? Was my keyboard a necessary addition? Did I really want to hear that phone message from my brother?
 
   Since I don’t feel like I can cry naturally, I return to my bed and spend half an hour reflecting on the events of the last several days. I really have been awful to my friends, and I’m going to have to find some way of making it up to them. I hope a series of apologies will suffice, but if that won’t work, the Christmas present I have prepared will hopefully go a long way toward contextualizing our problems.
 
   This thought provides me with the energy to head to the cafeteria for some evening vittles. Due to either luck or the interference of fate, Anderson is the only person sitting at a table, dunking a spoon into a can of baked beans, something we’ve generally avoided in favor of eating perishables. I take yet another stale bagel and our recently defrosted cream cheese before choosing the seat across from him. He nods in abeyance as I plant myself on the circular plastic disc one could jokingly call a seat, but I opt to disrupt the natural order by attempting to introduce a conversational détente.
 
    
 
   “Any word on the soldiers?”
 
   “Haven’t come any closer.” Anderson dribbles.
 
   “Anyone keeping watch?”
 
   “I am… Mursak took over until I’m done eating.”
 
   “Took over what?”
 
   “We found a way up on the roof out of the bird’s nest’s line of sight.” Anderson continues. “He’s keeping an eye on the cemetery.”
 
   “Who’s got the kids?”
 
   “Ally.”
 
   “Fantastic.”
 
   “…you know…” Anderson starts after a moment. “We have to stay on watch the next couple days.”
 
   “Don’t we always?”
 
   “Yeah… but it’s gonna get worse. With the helicopters… and if they’re out there shooting… “
 
   “I’ll take the night shift.” I state.
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   We endure a reasonable pause.
 
    
 
   “Sorry about last night.” I mutter.
 
   “It’s alright…” Anderson replies sheepishly. “We kinda ganged up on you.”
 
   “It’s cool.” I lie.
 
   “Still angry?”
 
   “You know… yeah, a little.”
 
    
 
   He shovels more beans into his mouth.
 
    
 
   “Helen wants you to apologize.”
 
   “Do you want me to apologize?” I ask.
 
   “…you did tell her she has a fat ass.”
 
   “Damn. Well… one at a time.”
 
    
 
   We stay silent for a minute.
 
    
 
   “We’re good at this.” Anderson says.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “We shared a girlfriend in middle school, for Christ’s sake. We can’t stay pissed at each other. Rich’ll never get here.”
 
   “If I had a drink, I’d toast to that.”
 
   “If you had a drink, you’d drink it.” Anderson retorts.
 
   “If I had a drink, you’d drink it, alcoholic.”
 
    
 
   We both smile and snicker at our banter. After finishing up our meals, I seek out Helen and Rich for apologies. Neither apology is perfect, but both Helen and Rich seem pleased. Karen is next, and after some perfunctory conversation, we get to the report.
 
    
 
   “The Undeath Syndrome Surveillance and Diagnosis report…” She starts, holding it up. “Make a long story short… they haven’t got a clue.”
 
   “That’s why they came.”
 
   “Of course… but the way this reads, they’re not gonna figure it out. They know enough to give us some perspective… they think we reach the tippin’ point in the next two months.” Karen responds.
 
   “Tipping point?”
 
   “When they outnumber us. It’s a projection… but they got their facts straight.”
 
   “So it’s really not gonna end.”
 
    
 
   She nods quietly, leafing through the pages.
 
    
 
   “Karen… I’m sorry.”
 
   “…you mean that?”
 
   “I do. The truth is… you’re good with Elena. And I’m not. So I thought you’d taken over being a mom.”
 
   “Have you thought of some way to help out?”
 
   “No… and I know it’s not your place to tell me… but I need all the help I can get. Karen… I’m a wreck.”
 
    
 
   She laughs, and though I smile, she can see I wasn’t kidding.
 
    
 
   “What’s the problem?” She asks.
 
   “It’s not gonna end. ‘Survival’ used to start when you were stuck in a desert with no water, stranded at sea with no raft, or lost in the woods with no compass, and it ended when you died or got rescued. You don‘t get rescued from the apocalypse. Dying isn’t what it used to be either. So what do we have to survive for?”
 
   “That’s… grim, Jeff.”
 
   “I know…” I snicker, quickly becoming serious again. “But I won’t entertain optimism for its own sake. Even if it ends tomorrow… we can’t go home again.”
 
   “Well… no man is rich enough to buy back his past.”
 
   “…where’s that from?”
 
   “Oscar Wilde.”
 
   “…and you just… carry that around with you?”
 
   “I was my class salutatorian.” Karen replies.
 
   “And that is…?”
 
   “Second best to the valedictorian. I used it in my speech.”
 
   “I bet you killed it.” I state.
 
   “I did.”
 
    
 
   We both laugh, and I hug her to seal my apology. Feeling much better, I return to my room and quickly realize I have nothing to do, so I play solitaire until the sky gets dark. Fear wraps around my spine as I reach for the light switch, causing me to recoil to the windows so I can gaze into the courtyard at twilight. Fortunately, no lights are visible anywhere in the school, so I have to assume Anderson instructed our compatriots that flipping a light switch could be a fatal mistake.
 
   I draw my shades and locate a flashlight thanks to the ambient lights from the buttons on my computer, replacing my shattered keyboard with one from the room’s ancient PC. My fifth hand of solitaire is interrupted by the sound of a conversation. My first reaction is to ignore it, but when I remember the visitors perched in the backyard, I pop up and try to investigate the source, as it would not be unreasonable to assume that a loud conversation could be cause for investigation.
 
   I exit my room quietly to find the halls silent and dark. I wait a moment, turn back toward my room, and then hear more muffled chatter. It sounds like it’s coming from the hallway, but I can’t divine the source. As I walk away from 218, I finally pinpoint it: the greenhouse. I open the pinnacle door and hear a dialogue in greater aural clarity, though the exact words still escape me.
 
   As I sneak up the steps, I can distinctly hear the word ‘no’ muttered as a complete sentence from a woman. I instantly assume that I might be interrupting two members of the group having sex, and though I would normally be too embarrassed to continue, my fear of being locked in the depths of USAMRIID for testing drives me forward. At the top of the steps, I recognize Melody’s voice, and though I can’t understand what she says, I follow Jake’s response clearly.
 
    
 
   “It’s quiet.”
 
   “Yeah, so…?” Melody replies.
 
   “I don’t want anyone to bug us.”
 
   “But why’d you wanna come up here?”
 
    
 
   As I approach the top step, I try to think of a way to introduce myself without startling them. Opting not to dwell on it, I quietly and calmly blurt out “Hey guys…” Melody takes in a shocked breath and pushes herself away to my left, nearly disappearing into a shadow. “What?” Jake’s adversarial voice comes in from my right; he’s sitting on the center greenhouse row, silhouetted by the ambient light of the night sky.
 
    
 
   “I heard you downstairs… I didn’t want to interrupt…”
 
   “And?” Jake cuts me off.
 
   “…you might want to keep it down.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We’ve got special forces in our backyard.”
 
   “Thanks for the pep talk, Anderson…” Jake’s tone is rancid with sarcasm.
 
   “Jake, I don’t wanna go twelve rounds over this…”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure you don’t.”
 
   “Just by coming up here, you’re making it warmer… they have a sniper on the press box with a thermal scope…”
 
   “He’s not gonna shoot us…”
 
   “You’d better be sure. What if they spot you and come in?” I ask.
 
   “Anything’s better than being here…”
 
    
 
   Jake jumps down off the garden row and turns to face the windows. “If you want to go with them, no one’s stopping you…” I start. “But don’t you dare…” He turns back swiftly. “Do what ?!” I can tell he wants to hit me, but I’m more puzzled than alarmed. Is there any point in continuing this conversation? Every time I open my mouth he seems to get angrier, and I have no idea why.
 
    
 
   “What do you want?” I ask solemnly.
 
   “Leave us alone.”
 
   “Us?” Melody asks.
 
    
 
   Jake and I both turn to her, and then I turn to Jake, watching his lips separate in disheartening shock. “You thought… ugh…” Melody shakes her head, cracking a smile in disbelief before she walks past the observatory door to the main stairwell. “You two are perfect for each other… you’re both nuts.” She says softly from the landing.
 
   Jake and I stand quietly as she descends the stairs, but after a moment, I have to wonder if he hears the same thing I do: a hollow screeching noise that could have been mistaken for static has begun trending upward in pitch. After a moment, the screeching is replaced by the steady thumping of helicopter blades. “Thank god…” I exclaim, moments later finding myself staggering across the floor after having been pushed. I turn back to see Jake’s heaving silhouette. “Fuckin’ dick…” Jake lunges again and shoves me with both hands, making my first thought correct; I’d have to see Jake starting a fight to believe it.
 
    
 
   “What is your deal ?!”
 
   “You ruin everything for me…” Jake spits.
 
   “Have you lost your mind!?”
 
    
 
   He takes a swing at me. “Stop! You can’t even throw a punch, man!” The second one connects with just enough force to piss me off. “GOD DAMMIT!” I give him a warning shot, hitting his face hard enough to make contact. He recoils, covering his nose with both hands. “I’ve had it with people tryin’ to hit me! And you think I have anger issues?!” 
 
   He turns and darts toward me. I’m not sure if he’s intending to throw me to the ground, but he’s made the critical error of assuming I’m going to stand still. I swing my left leg back, catch him with my left arm, and use his momentum to lock it around his neck. Before he can move, I snare his right arm with mine and clasp my fists together, and he ineffectually pounds at my hip until he passes out. I drop down to my knees and let his body slide off me, hearing the hammer affixed to his belt clink to the ground. As expected, he regains consciousness fast.
 
   Since he’s still got a bit of dizziness and disorientation to look forward to, I head for the step while the helicopter blades continue to whirr in the distance. I hear a sniff as I start down the stairs and ignore it. The sniff is followed by a sob, and in a moment, I can tell that Jake is crying. I take another step, but a thought stops me. I turn around and stand in the doorway.
 
    
 
   “Jake…”
 
   “Go away…” He sobs.
 
   “I don’t know about you… but I don’t want to do this every week. If you don’t tell me why you’re mad at me…”
 
   “You don’t care…”
 
   “Jake… I’m here.”
 
    
 
   I step to the side, lean against the wall, and slide myself to the floor. “You got everything…” He says finally, trying to keep himself together. I wait for more, but he continues sobbing.
 
    
 
   “I… I don’t know what you mean.” I reply.
 
   “Julia… I… I loved her. She was the only girl who was nice to me.”
 
   “I didn’t…”
 
    
 
   I consider continuing, but figure it’s more important for me to keep my mouth shut.
 
    
 
   “I moved here from Darien in 2001…”
 
   “Dairy-en?” I ask.
 
   “Connecticut… my mom and I… in sixth grade, Jules sat in on my art class during her study hall… the teacher, he… he put my stuff up in front of the class and just… tore it apart…” His tears return. “But she defended me… the color… the contrast… she said it was brave to do it my way instead of copying someone else… he never did it again. The band played at graduation… Pomp and Circumstance… we always played louder when a bandie went up… when I saw her… ugh, I couldn’t wait ‘til high school… then I show up to band camp and find out about you… I hated you.”
 
   “Did you even know me…?”
 
   “Does it matter? That night… Bandrome… I was following Jules.”
 
   “What about Kate?”
 
    
 
   He looks both disappointed and relieved that I remembered her name. Jake takes a long time to form his sentence, and all the while, the helicopter blades continue to thump in the background.
 
    
 
   “Have you ever had someone care more about you than you do about them?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That was Kate.” He mutters, ashamed. “She asked me to Sadie Hawkins in eighth grade… I just… I had to say yes. She always wanted to do something… like… she was afraid if we didn’t go out on a Friday it was because I didn’t like her. I just… I could never get inside her head, you know? It was like…”
 
   “You were afraid of hurting her.” I offer.
 
   “No…”
 
   “It’s okay… I was afraid of breaking up with my third girlfriend… didn’t want to deal with it. I told my friends I felt like she’d threaten me with suicide or something… in reality, I just didn’t want to imagine her crying alone in her room.”
 
   “Yeah… yeah… can you imagine how much worse it is… when you just… abandon her?” He wipes his tears away. “I didn’t even see Kate… once I got inside… she was all I could think about. You know, I just… she didn’t end up crying in a room somewhere. She probably bled to death. The next day, I… you didn’t talk me out of going after her… I just realized… it was over. I feel like… I’m gonna take it to my grave. Even if we were in here… it never would’ve lasted. But now she’s dead… and that’s my fault.”
 
   “…you never know… maybe she found her parents.”
 
   “She didn’t.” Jake replies flatly.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “She’s in the pool.”
 
    
 
   My blood runs cold when he finishes that sentence.
 
    
 
   “Few weeks ago…” He continues somberly. “You were moving the bodies in from the back.”
 
   “…I’m sorry.”
 
   “You made a joke.”
 
   “Oh Jesus…” I sigh.
 
   “Yeah… ‘think we have a whole horn section in there?’”
 
   “Jake… I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know you didn’t mean anything.”
 
    
 
   I don’t want to water down my apologies by piling on more, so we sit in silence, listening to the helicopters hum in the distance.
 
    
 
   “So… why’d you come up here?” Jake asks.
 
   “Like I said… didn’t want the soldiers to hear.”
 
   “What are they gonna do?”
 
   “…remember when I brought up the Fermi paradox?”
 
   “I think I’m the only one besides you who knows what that is.” Jake shouts as the helicopter blades suddenly become louder.
 
   “Our space agencies don’t direct messages into the cosmos… we just listen. The truth is, we have no idea what the soldiers would do… we’ve got a good thing here. If we go with them, we don’t know.”
 
    
 
   He says something, but I can’t hear him over the Chinooks. We both look out the greenhouse to see the running lights cut through the sheen of starlit darkness, dimly illuminating the roof as one helicopter takes off toward the southeast, followed by the other. I consider asking Jake what he said, but when I turn to him, he’s already making his way toward the main stairwell. He turns back to flash a smile.
 
    
 
   “I had an idea…” Jake shouts over the noise. “We should each pick a song… something we’d want to play at our funerals…”
 
   “That’s… uh…”
 
   “Morbid? Maybe… I mean… we’re all gonna die, eventually… but if we think about it like that… I don’t know, it’s kind of… peaceful…”
 
   “Huh… why not? What’s yours?”
 
   “Deadsy. This Goodnight.”
 
   “Don’t know it.”
 
   “You will. Eventually.”
 
    
 
   He smiles again before slowly making his way down the steps. After a considerable pause, I open the greenhouse door, inviting the cold inside before stepping out. The helicopter blades continue to fade off as they flap against the southern winds toward what I assume is a government office in DC. I take a moment to observe the sky, an activity that becomes more enriching as the light pollution becomes less and less. The full moon bathes the rooftop in bluish light, its luminescence preventing me from locating the dense white band that signifies the Milky Way. The forecasted snow clouds are now just wisps in the sky.
 
   Inspired, I head down to the cafeteria, finding a celebrating and intoxicated trifecta of Anderson, Rich, and Mursak. They attempt to entice me with shots, but I rebuff them and continue on to the keep. Karen, Elena, Jimmy, Helen, and surprisingly Ally are all sleeping inside, so I move on yet again. 
 
   When I’ve arrived at the tech lab, I hear the sound of feet clapping against the tiles. Waiting a few moments brings me face to face with Melody as she jogs around the interior of the school. After exchanging pleasantries, I invite her up to the pinnacle for my Christmas present, attempting to sweeten the pot by telling her that she’ll be the first recipient. She reluctantly agrees, so I ask her to meet me at approximately 8:00pm, a span that should give me plenty of time to make my arrangements. She arrives around 8:15, wearing a winter coat and jeans.
 
    
 
   “Jesus it’s cold…” She starts.
 
   “I know… but it’s the only place I can give it you.”
 
   “…okay…?”
 
   “Follow me.”
 
    
 
   I open the observatory door and motion for her to join me inside. We walk along the exterior shell until we arrive at the lens of the massive telescope, which is focused above the tree line to the south. I peek through the viewfinder to make sure I’m still on target, and then yield the lens to Melody. “Take a look.” I say. She sidles herself up to the eyepiece and stares for about fifteen seconds.
 
    
 
   “What am I looking at?” She asks.
 
   “You see the pale blue circle?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s like, all I see…”
 
   “You’re looking at Uranus.”
 
    
 
   She snickers, a reaction I had anticipated. “Go ahead, get it out of your system.” She glances over to see me smiling before returning her gaze to the eyepiece. Her smile slowly recedes. “So what?” She says finally, looking at me. I hoped she would.
 
    
 
   “That’s our seventh planet… between where we’re standing and what you just saw, there are two billion miles and three planets… Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. It’s about fourteen times larger than us… if the Earth were that size, Pennsylvania would be bigger than all of our oceans combined. 365 days to us is 84 years to them.”
 
   “Them?” She asks.
 
   “I know… who cares, right? If Jupiter or Saturn were on the horizon I would have shown you them… Uranus is just a giant, inert ball of ice and gas. But our species has had thousands of years on this planet… and two months ago, everything changed. But not for Uranus. It’s the same as it was when an asteroid finished off the dinosaurs millions of years ago. And millions of years after humanity is gone, Uranus will still look the same. Imagine… descending through those clouds… there’s no true surface… just a never-ending gaseous ice age… so alien it’s hard to imagine. No matter how chaotic things become here… everything’s fine on Uranus… Jupiter, Neptune, Mars, Venus…”
 
    
 
   She looks through the eyepiece again and smiles.
 
    
 
   “There’s an entire universe out there… it exists without us, in spite of us… and you’re just seeing one tiny glimpse.”
 
   “Why are you showing me this?” She asks out of brilliant curiosity.
 
   “Because we have problems… but this is our context. Septillions of stars. Planets we’ll never see. A massive, living universe… I don’t believe in god… but if you want to be sure there’s something out there greater than us… look through that lens.”
 
    
 
   She purses her lips to restrain a smile, and then lets out a contented sigh, pulling away from the lens to hug me.
 
    
 
   “Melody… I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “You know…” She starts, pulling away. “Sorry was never good enough for me.”
 
    
 
   I’m aghast. After a sincere apology, how could someone respond like that?
 
    
 
   “Sorry’s just a word.” She continues. “It’s not easy to say it and mean it… but I need more. I want you to tell me something… something you don’t want to. It’s like… penance, you know?”
 
   “I, uh… uh, okay…?”
 
   “When you were fighting with Ava… in the greenhouse… she called you a cheater.”
 
    
 
   I take a long, deep breath and sigh.
 
    
 
   “Okay. I told you… Jules and I had a rough patch…?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “One day… she just stopped talking to me. When someone doesn’t say a word, you marvel at your ability to fill the gap with possibilities. I tried… shamelessly… to get her to tell me what was wrong. The best I could get was… brief interpretive phrases that meant nothing to me. I went to New Jersey with my friends, thinking I could forget about it… and met someone. I never had a problem telling girls I was taken before, but this time I just… lied. I lied. We made out… nothing really happened, but we ended up falling asleep naked.”
 
   “What a bitch.” Melody utters.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Julia… not talking to you…”
 
   “I couldn’t say anything to her after that…” I interrupt. “It was like… she sensed my silence meant something… it was the first time she talked about wanting to see me. So when I did, I told her. And she told Ava.”
 
   “Jesus…”
 
   “What I didn’t know was that Ava tried to make Jules choose between us. I got the whole story when Julia came back, but Ava never got over it…”
 
   “That’s a shitty thing to do.” Melody replies.
 
   “I know, I was… jilted, but that doesn’t excuse…”
 
   “Not you, Julia. I’d never do that.”
 
   “…do you really think… I mean… what you called me…”
 
   “No…” Melody says quickly. “I was angry. And you were being an asshole. Sorry about that.”
 
   “Well… quid pro quo.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you something, now you tell me something.”
 
   “Okay, uh… the same thing happened to me.”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “I was going out with a guy… John Alescio? He was nice, you know… not my type, I guess… and I was just… I don’t know. I told him we were done… but I did it because my friends made fun of me. I think… my best friend Brenda was doing what Ava did… just… making me think he was a pussy. I guess… I never got over it. And I was… afraid to ask him back out… it was a rough year.”
 
    
 
   I smile at her candor.
 
    
 
   “I never won an award.” I start.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “I showed you that newspaper article… from my wallet?”
 
   “Oh yeah…”
 
   “I never won any award. I made it up so they’d write about me. I thought I deserved it… I was arguing that the undead would be good for society… all our… pretensions removed… that the apocalypse is a… cleansing event that gets us closer to appreciating being alive.”
 
   “You ever tell anyone that?”
 
   “Never.”
 
    
 
   She smiles back.
 
    
 
   “You know, I’m still pissed at you.”
 
   “Okay.” I reply.
 
   “…good talk.”
 
    
 
   She gets up with zero fanfare and heads for the door. “Melody…” She stops, turning back to face me. “We might not have done Christmas if it wasn’t your idea… why’d you push it?” She looks down, thinking for a moment. “Holidays give us something to look forward to.” As I nod, she smirks and heads out of the observatory. I check the lens again as I hear the door shutting at the bottom of the stairs, making sure the telescope is in alignment so I can keep Uranus in sight for as long as possible. I check my watch: 9:04. 
 
   It occurs to me that I told Anderson I would take the security night shift, so I head down to the security office, finding it empty. Looking at the monitors isn’t even remotely interesting after about two minutes, which makes me wonder if Helen brings a book when she’s on guard duty. I walk to 218 and hunt around in the dark until I find a magazine, then take it back to the office and start reading while I pretend to pay attention to the monitors, passively observing as the road becomes coated with a thin layer of snow.
 
    
 
   “Jeff…” I wake up suddenly when I hear Helen’s voice behind me. It’s incredible to imagine this chair being comfortable enough to catch anyone in a nap, but with the total lack of stimuli, it’s clearly not impossible.
 
    
 
   “Jesus, sorry…”
 
   “It happens…” She replies. “I can take over if you want.”
 
   “Yeah, sure… I should be on watch anyway…”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
    
 
   In spite of my apology, we’re not in a place where conversation is going to be fun for either us. After taking a moment to convince myself of my consciousness, I check my watch again. It’s close to midnight, and the snow continues to pile up while nothing continues to happen in the streets. I relinquish the chair and head out the door, stopping in my room to put on a flannel shirt and turn on my cell phone before staggering to the cafeteria in serious need of caffeine. I hear music on my way down, easily identified as Radiohead’s OK Computer. Before I can get through the door I observe Melody jogging down the hall toward the main entrance, her ponytail bouncing with each step.
 
   Much to my surprise, both Anderson and Mursak are still drinking, the former becoming red-faced and sweaty in his celebration of our cancelled exodus. Rich joins them as I walk in, ripping open a bag of potato chips before he sits down. I can’t mask a smile as I make my way into the kitchen to get myself some Earl Grey and find a small package of chocolate chip cookies for a perfect snack. Feeling strangely antisocial, I eat in the kitchen as I listen to Anderson and Mursak fondly recall stories from our past. When I sense that they have worn themselves out on reminiscing, I close in on their hopelessly inebriated repartee.
 
    
 
   “You know… we have a lot of shit…” Mursak mutters.
 
   “All the shit you have now, sir… is in your sphincter.” Anderson retorts.
 
   “Uh, if it was in his sphincter, he’d be shitting it out.” Rich contributes.
 
   “Naw, that thing on his face…” Mursak struggles to focus. “Mouth… that’s a sphincter… and he’s shitting out of it now.”
 
    
 
   Caught flatfooted, Anderson purses his lips and blows a raspberry, ejecting masticated blobs of potato chips. The sight is enough to make all of us erupt into laughter. I hear Melody run by, now heading the opposite direction. “Hey, Landon!” Anderson shouts out. She stops in the following doorway, takes out her earbuds, and enters. “It’s your turn for a shot.” She thinks about it for a moment, and then saunters over. “You’re on.”
 
   Anderson howls in appreciation, pouring her a shot of the Grey Goose Rich and I were enjoying the other day. “Someone’s gotta teach you motherfuckers how to drink.” She takes the glass, and, to our astonishment, presses it against her right cheek, rolls it across her lips, throws it back, and slides it across her left cheek in one motion, completing the act by dropping the empty glass into her vacant left hand. Anderson blows up in astonishment as Melody looks at the glass in shock.
 
    
 
   “That was friggin’ awesome…”
 
   “Surprised?” Rich asks.
 
   “Most of the shit I drink burns.”
 
   “Grey Goose, milady…”
 
   “Bangin’.”
 
    
 
   With that, she pops her earbuds back in and makes her way to the door while the four of us watch her ass. Anderson, Rich, and Mursak realize that we did this in unison a few moments later and suppress their laughter. Anderson offers me a shot, which I decline, citing my nightly duties. He insists again, so I decide to sip one. After a short and familiar discussion involving the highlights of our new vodka of choice, Mursak steers us in the direction he was heading earlier at about the same time that Anderson appears to be slipping in and out of consciousness.
 
    
 
   “Hey… hey… hey…” He insists, affecting a Brooklyn accent. “You know how much shit we got…?”
 
   “Yeah…?” I start.
 
   “And we’re good… for a long time… we’re good.”
 
   “Yeah, we got it made… GOT IT MADE!” Anderson shouts.
 
   “And I’m always sayin’… we gotta get more. Right? I’m the guy…”
 
   “Okay, so?” Rich asks.
 
   “I’m just sayin’… I get to pick what I eat, right?”
 
   “…yeah… we all get to pick…”
 
   “I mean, like… what’s mine is mine…”
 
   “What does that mean?” I ask.
 
    
 
   As he starts his reply, Helen’s voice comes over the PA.
 
    
 
   “Alcon 2, Alcon 2. Vehicle approaching. I repeat, vehicle approaching. Alcon 2.”
 
   “What the fuck…” Anderson starts, popping out of his seat.
 
   “Jake, get to the flank, copy?” Rich says into his radio.
 
    
 
   We all scramble in a mad dash toward the door with Anderson turning out the lights before he exits the cafeteria.
 
    
 
   “Jake, get to the flank, copy?” Rich repeats.
 
   “Copy.”
 
   “Gimme that…” Anderson arrests control of the radio. “Radios off… AlCon three… assemble in the keep… secure the kids… copy, Helen?”
 
   “Copy.” She replies.
 
    
 
   Helen repeats his commands over the PA as we rush up the steps. Mursak and Rich break off toward 218 while Anderson and I head to the classroom immediately next to the entry stairwell. As we jog down the hall, I realize that I’m mildly intoxicated, but the wash of adrenaline flowing through my veins has me alert. I don’t think any natural amount of adrenaline could sober Anderson.
 
   Jake is already perched at one of the windows when we enter the flank, and I can see the snow heavily descending just outside. Anderson shoves Jake out of the way as I come up beside him. “M35.” He says before I can make it to the window. The twin headlights of a large military transport vehicle cut through the precipitation. A massive, angled snowplow attached to the front blows sparks off the asphalt as it crawls along the street just beyond our front yard.
 
   Fear tightens its grip around my heart, followed by my bowels as I see an impossibly bright flashlight cut through the sky and point toward the auditorium. The light goes out a moment later, followed promptly by the engine cutting out and the headlights turning off.
 
    
 
   “What the f-…” I burble.
 
   “Quiet.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Are they coming back…?”
 
   “Quiet!”
 
    
 
   Two men in camouflage hop out of the front cab, followed by four more from the back. I can’t be certain at this distance, but it looks like they all have automatic weapons.
 
    
 
   “They’re not army.” Anderson says in shock.
 
   “What?!”
 
   “They’re not in formation…”
 
   “What-…?”
 
   “Get DOWN!”
 
    
 
   Anderson speaks forcefully enough that I almost shit my pants. While Jake and I hug the floor, the top of Anderson’s head remains illuminated in pale blue light as he examines the scene with increasing desperation. In a move that carries the sensations of a nightmare, Anderson slowly stands and cracks open the window. I can’t speak, looking back to find Jake crawling toward the door. “SIX!” Anderson shouts through the slanted frame. He flails away from the window as an explosion blasts shards of glass across the room.
 
   “FUCK! Move it!” Anderson orders, grabbing my shirt and pushing me toward the door. I don’t have time to ask what happened, finding myself hyperventilating as he shoves me toward the keep while Jake high-tails it in front of us. Everybody in the room is armed when we arrive, and as Anderson charges into the weapons closet, I try to control my breathing.
 
   Before I can get a handle on the situation, Anderson comes out of the closet mumbling with rage, gruffly shoving one of the Kevlar vests into my arms as he cradles Rich’s shotgun. Before I bother trying to divine the plan, I run into the closet, use my inhaler, strap on the vest, throw on my trench coat, and arm myself with everything. “Come on…” Anderson says, prompting us all to follow him into the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Lights off and stay in positions… no one fires until I do… these motherfuckers killed our guys at the checkpoint… NO QUARTER!”
 
   “What are you talking about?!” Melody squeaks.
 
   “They’re comin’ through the gate or the windows, so we man the battlements…” Anderson mutters, ignoring Melody. “Grey, Melody, Rich, Ally… top floor. Jake, Helen, Me, Sak, bottom. Me and Grey closest to the door… move out.”
 
   “Wait, what the…?!”
 
    
 
   I spin into the cluster of bodies huffing down the hall, again trying to regain some semblance of order. I spot Karen looking back at me in the same state.
 
    
 
   “Karen, get the kids in the security office with Rob, can we trust him?” I ask.
 
   “I… enough, yeah…”
 
   “Good… got your pistol?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Don’t let him touch it… if it gets bad, go on the PA and say we’re surrendering in the main office… head to the pinnacle and barricade the doors. Radio on low, don’t use it.”
 
    
 
   I turn and catch the end of Anderson giving the rest of the group an exaggerated grimace before pushing Melody’s rifle toward the ground, then doing the same for Ally and Jake. “Keep your fingers out of the god damn trigger guards until you’re ready to shoot!” With that, Anderson darts down the dark hall and we follow, heading toward the stairwell adjacent to the main entrance. Karen takes the kids, who are understandably mortified, into the security office with Rob. As Anderson’s group takes the lead, I shepherd mine, walking backward while I attempt to describe the situation as Anderson and I had previously discussed in snippets.
 
    
 
   “Okay… we get in the doorways… they’re, what, four feet deep? Protects us from return fire, like castle battlements. Let’s go… me and Althea on the left, Melody and Rich on the right… Rich, you got Anderson’s gun?”
 
   “Yeah…?”
 
   “You’re in the back. Melody, up front, across from me.”
 
   “I’ve never used a gun before!” Ally protests.
 
   “Tight to the shoulder, and squeeze the trigger, don’t jerk it… the lever under your hand reloads it… pull it down and away, hard, like John Wayne… aim for something small, like a button, and be ready for the recoil… you’re covering fire, so just don’t hit any of us…”
 
   “No! Why can’t we just talk to them!?”
 
   “Because they already shot at us…” I state. “Aim center.”
 
   “Oh god, oh god…”
 
    
 
   I notice that Melody is right handed.
 
    
 
   “Melody, we’re switching, you take the left side up front.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You’re a righty… you’ll be less exposed when you shoot. Listen, I’m the only one who pokes his head out, okay? Maintain cover until the shooting starts… after you shoot, pull back and reload… listen for gaps in their fire before you shoot, and peek out to assess before you take a shot… if they’re drawing down, you take cover. If they get the upper hand, get on your radio to Karen. Do not take a shot until we hear shooting downstairs. Clear?”
 
    
 
   Ally starts sobbing as she nods, but Rich and Melody seem ready. I think back on the amount of times I said the word ‘shoot’ and its derivations in the last few seconds. We’re going to shoot at people. I don’t think anything could have prepared me for this, short of someone drawing down on me. Luckily, perhaps, that has happened to me in the last two months.
 
   After we’ve covered the necessary distance, we take our positions in the doorways, finding my assessment accurate; each classroom door is accompanied by a three foot depression in the concrete, giving us excellent cover. I glance back at Rich to see him unscrewing the suppressor, which is smart; firing from his position without a suppressor will allow him to draw return fire, which may give one of us a window to get off a clean shot. If we’re lucky, the confusion after the first few shots will make them believe there are more than eight of us, and though this is being put together at the last minute, the appearance of organization may have them pull out before a volley of bullets erupts.
 
   There’s no procedure for what Karen should do if something happens to us, so I hope Rob’s okay enough for them to mount an exodus. If something happens to us? I hadn’t fully considered how horrifying it would be if Rich or Melody got shot until just now, and I feel I’ve failed to stress the importance of protecting their heads and torsos. Noticing how encumbered my shooting will be, I tear off my trench coat and toss it in the corner, then take off my katana and put the belt loop over the doorknob.
 
   I hope nothing happens. I hope they’re just passing through. But if they were, why would they shoot at Anderson? My heart is pounding and my hands are shaking, and although I fear the lingering effects of alcohol will impede my shooting, I’m grateful for the sheen of detachment it has imparted me.
 
    
 
   “Jeff?” Melody whispers.
 
   “Yeah.” I reply quietly.
 
   “…I’m still kinda drunk.”
 
   “Me too. Think you can shoot?”
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “We all are. Got your mags?”
 
   “Yeah… but what happens if we lose?” Melody asks.
 
   “Don’t think like that… when you’re low on ammo, lay into the Glock. They won’t have cover, so shoot blind if you have to.”
 
   “…okay.”
 
   “Ally, Rich, watch that crossfire.” I say, only slightly louder. “Do not shoot blind. Everyone… chamber.”
 
    
 
   Six weapons load in quiet succession as Rich calmly instructs Ally on how to chamber a round. Why does Anderson assume they’ll come through the gate? I suppose they’d make too much noise coming through the windows, and the school bus blockage is a dead giveaway. Shit. We should have pinched them off at the bus. Maybe if we’d fired a few shots from the door when they approached, they’d scurry off. What if we didn’t see a few headed toward the back? The school may or may not be Zombie proof, but it’s definitely not human proof.
 
   “Headed up the gate… eight of ‘em…” Karen’s voice comes in over the PA with perfect precision. The PA doesn’t carry in the gate stairwell and can’t be heard from outside, so this announcement is restricted to us. In the silence that follows, I manage to hear a muffle of rhythmic sound; we left the CD player on in the cafeteria. The combination of bass and drums I hear can only be Climbing up the Walls. I consider taking up my radio to point this out, but realize quickly that it may be beneficial: they realize we’re in here, and the presence of music echoing in the halls may provide enough of a distraction to give us the upper hand.
 
   I hear the door open in the gate. I look around to be sure that Melody, Rich, and Ally are all keeping themselves in cover, then turn my head around the painted cinderblock corner to my left until I find a position that reveals as little of me as possible. Silent conversation echoes in the stairwell. I then hear a person mounting the railing, followed by several more. I take a moment to adjust myself into a kneeling position so I can practice turning and drawing. If all of them go downstairs, Anderson and his group are in deep shit. If there’s no one up here when the firing starts, I’m going down the steps to catch them in crossfire. If they split up, we may have a chance. They’re trying to be stealthy, but I can hear steps ascending the stairwell with absolute clarity.
 
   The door opens. An assault rifle pokes through first, followed by a dark figure with a dim green light near the top of its head. He looks directly at me. Night vision goggles. I freeze. An instant later, he looks back through the doorway and I hide my face, exhaling silently. The door stretches again, guaranteeing at least two up here. Depending on how quickly they move, they’ll be on Melody and me in between twenty and thirty seconds.
 
   The door opens again as their footsteps draw near. If Anderson’s going to open fire first, he’d better do it soon. One of them whispers to another, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. “If there’s anyone up here…” Another one starts loudly. “…we’re not here to fight.” I restrain the urge to tell them to drop their weapons. If Anderson’s right and they killed the soldiers at even one of the check points, this might be a ploy to get us to reveal our positions.
 
   A shotgun blast explodes downstairs.
 
   I poke my head around the corner to find four men bunched up and looking back at the door. Automatic rifle fire chatters up the stairwell, so I turn and draw, aiming center mass on the one closest to the door and squeezing the trigger. The shot illuminates the hall as he jerks back with a high-pitched whimper, then I take cover. Melody turns and fires two shots. A string of explosions minces the air as the wall by my head ruptures and smoke blasts out in every direction. I shove my body as far into the corner as I can just when the screaming starts.
 
   Isolated shots ring out behind me, followed by a compression wave from the automatics in front of me; it feels like I’ve had the air sucked right out of my lungs. I turn to look across the hall, watching bullet holes explode out of the cinderblocks, sending puffs of fractured concrete parachuting into the hall. Melody sticks her pistol out and fires off three blind shots while another pistol fires back, producing a yelp from either Rich or Ally a moment before the fire alarm blares out along with a blinding strobe. I try to peek around the corner as the mortar blows out a few inches from my eye, nearly taking my sight with it and forcing me back.
 
   Strings of automatic shots ring off the floor, sparking as the bullets ricochet while I violently rub the dust out of my left eye. Melody rounds the corner and empties her magazine, quickly taking cover as another volley blasts apart the wall where her head used to be. She throws the spent magazine against the door and pulls up a new one with remarkable ease. “COVERING FIRE!” Someone shouts. The automatics unleash and chew up the doorway; chunks of cinderblock tick off closer and closer to my head as I hug the wall, looking straight across to see a pair of arms reach into Melody’s doorway. I swing my rifle around, but a shot catches the stock and takes it out of my hands, pushing it far enough away that I can’t reach it without exposing myself. Melody looks directly at me as she drops her gun and allows herself to be dragged away.
 
   “NO!” I shout, staring at my rifle as I free my pistol, craning my arm around the angle and firing blindly toward the ceiling. After two shots, the trigger pull does nothing. I pull my hand back to see a shell stove-piped in the breech. For one instant, there is no sound other than the fire alarm. A shot rings out from around the doorway as I smack the bottom of the magazine and pull back the slide, clearing the jam. I struggle to depress the slide stop, wincing as another burst of concrete shards pepper my face. The slide unlocks and I pause, hearing only one rifle firing as someone struggles to reload while another magazine hits the ground.
 
   I point the nose of my .45 along a shattered cinderblock, aiming toward the ceiling. “ALLY, SHOOT!” I pull the trigger simultaneously with the instruction and pull back as the return fire continues to chip away at the wall, shrinking my defilade inches at a time. Two rounds fire off in quick succession behind me along with a squeal of pain and a long string of automatic fire beneath us.
 
   I try to time the flashing lights of the fire alarm, and when I see a flash, I poke my head around the corner along with my .45 to see two men lying dead against the wall and another on his knees by the doorway. I fire off two rounds at his chest, sure of only one hitting him. He turns with his automatic in one hand and points it toward me, but as I recoil, I hear a booming shot behind me and watch the top of his head explode into fragments with a spray of blood.
 
   I remain hidden for a moment, listening to the fire alarm as I attempt to recall the scene by the doorway. Three bodies. No one standing. No movement. I glance around the corner and confirm they’re gone. “CLEAR!” I shout, standing up and pointing my pistol into the hallway as I reveal myself. After taking a moment to reattach my belt, I turn hard into the opposing wall, flattening my back against it and breathing heavily as I push toward the doorway. I hold my breath and glance through a pane of glass at the stairwell.
 
   When one of the bodies moves, I jerk the pistol over and plug my last shot into the center of his chest. I look back to see Rich slump out of his perch and roll to the ground, then hear the clatter of Ally’s rifle as she dives across the tile toward him. I turn back to the door and push it open, sliding one foot after the other a few inches at a time while gasping for air and keeping my pistol pointed at the ground. It’s empty.
 
   I fumble at the catch and quickly release the spent magazine, slipping it in my belt before slapping in a new one and chambering. I glance over the balcony; nothing below. As the fire alarm continues to blare above and below, I press my back into the railing against the wall and duck walk down the steps, keeping the pistol in both hands next to my head so that the warm slide of the Colt grazes my ear. I make it to the first landing, switch my pistol to the other side, and start easing myself along the railing when PANG! A shot rips off below, glancing off the railing and punching a hole in the opaque window behind me. I dive to the left, smarting from a ricochet that was loud enough to rattle my fillings. “Grey?!” It’s Mursak.
 
    
 
   “It’s me, check your fucking target!”
 
   “Are they gone?!” He continues.
 
   “What happened?!”
 
   “Anderson’s down!”
 
    
 
   I try to breathe, but I vomit so fast I almost lose consciousness. There isn’t much for me to barf up, so I gag a few more times before yanking myself away from the puddle of my stomach contents toward the next set of steps. Four suspended shots ring out from the front yard, causing us all to duck as someone screams in fright. I bolt down the stairs and push past Mursak. “What the hell was that?!” Jake asks, startling me. He’s perched over Anderson’s motionless body.
 
   “GET OUT OF THE WAY!” I scream. Anderson is completely limp and bleeding. Two bullets have blown through his burly chest and a third has punched a hole in his helmet. I rip off his lid and immediately confirm that he hasn’t been shot in the head. The two bullets in his chest appear to have smoked into the body armor, but not through it. “It’s not his blood…” Jake murmurs. Not only is he not bleeding, he’s still breathing.
 
   “Jesus, get Karen down here NOW!” Jake picks up his radio to relay my command as I run back toward the steps, slipping on the hot bullet casings and almost falling on the two camouflaged bodies seeping blood by the door. Jake launches into a coughing fit as I sprint upstairs, losing my footing and nearly falling on the bodies once again.
 
    
 
   “Jesus, can we turn the alarm off?!” I shout. “NOW, GOD DAMMIT!”
 
   “Sak’s on it!” Jake yells from downstairs.
 
   “Rich got shot!” Ally wails.
 
    
 
   I run over and slide to my knees as Rich grits his teeth, waving his hand dismissively.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine…” Rich moans.
 
   “Ally, get the kids… we gotta move!” I shout.
 
   “Where’s Mel?” She screams.
 
   “They took her, we gotta move, NOW!” Ally takes off and I turn to Rich. “Are you good to go?!”
 
   “Give me a minute…”
 
   “Mursak! Get that fuckin’ alarm off and get to the gate…” I scream into the radio, turning my head to shout after Ally. “Get on the PA!”
 
    
 
   Staying hunched over, I snap up my rifle, katana, and trench coat on my way back to the stairwell, sliding on the coat and fixing the weapons to my body as I jog down the steps. When I get to the bottom and enter the hall again, I hear Ally repeat my command through the noise as Karen examines Anderson. The hallway lights have been turned on, revealing that the smoke from the gunfire is still chunky in the air.
 
    
 
   “Is he okay?!”
 
   “He’s unconscious! I have to…”
 
   “Move him to medlab…” I shout.
 
   “I don’t know if we can!”
 
   “MOVE HIM TO THE GODDAMN MEDLAB… SAK!”
 
    
 
   A few seconds later, the alarm shuts off and Mursak comes running from the main office. I’m hyperventilating, my mouth is full of dust and bile, and I have a raging headache. I try to breathe deep and exhale between spitting out sips from a nearby water fountain. I feel a momentary intrusion of consciousness that begs me to think through my next actions, but those thoughts drown in adrenaline as I turn to the gate with Mursak in tow.
 
    
 
   “Karen, you’re in charge until we get back…”
 
   “Where’s Helen?!” She asks.
 
   “They took her too…” Sak mutters.
 
   “…then we’re gettin’ ‘em back…” I reply.
 
   “God… Jeff…!” Karen shouts. “BE CAREFUL! JEFF!”
 
    
 
   I turn into the doorway, hearing Karen’s voice fade as I discover Rich already at the gate. I lead the charge through the door and run to the edge of the bus; the M35 is already gone, but I can hear the engine echoing down the street. “God dammit!” Rich shouts. I turn around and grasp my katana handle, following Rich’s eyes to see that they’ve shot out the bus tires on the left side. “Come on!” I spit. The snow is still pouring out of the sky as I trek to the Outback, which is stationed surreptitiously at the end of the crashed cars by the stockade. I take the passenger seat, Mursak gets in the back, and Rich takes the wheel. “Okay… take a breath.” Rich says.
 
   Once I’ve finished reloading my Winchester, I turn around to see that Mursak brought his survival pack. “You got ACP in there?” Mursak nods and hands me the box. “Give him your rifle.” I say, nodding at Rich. He hands it to Mursak, stifling my attempt to rush us with a simple hand gesture. I listen to the sound of us all breathing heavily as Mursak refills Anderson’s rifle from the bandolier while waiting for Rich to speak.
 
    
 
   “Okay…” Rich starts. “What are we doing?”
 
   “Get ‘em back…”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “They’re gonna make tracks…” I interrupt, spinning my finger to illustrate. “Keep the headlights off, go slow… the car’s white so we oughta blend in… come on…”
 
   “How are we getting them back?”
 
   “First we gotta find ‘em. Punch it.”
 
    
 
   Rich purses his lips and starts the car. I look around frantically, trying to make sure none of them stayed behind in anticipation of us following them. Once he makes it out to the main road, I relax a bit; I can’t see their tail lights, but the plow tracks make it clear they were headed toward the reservoir. The road has a few big curves, so Rich takes them easily to avoid the possibility of an ambush. Not only are our headlights off, I don’t see the reflection of our running lights against the surroundings. I consider the possibility that Rich disconnected them.
 
    
 
   “Anderson okay?” Rich asks.
 
   “Don’t know. How ‘bout you?”
 
   “Got my left shoulder… it’ll heal… anyone else hurt?”
 
   “Don’t think so.”
 
   “Jeff…” Mursak starts. “What are we doing?”
 
   “…we’ll figure it out.”
 
    
 
   We continue silently down the road as I try to eliminate my preconceptions of what can happen next. More than ever, I have to be both vigilant and open to lateral thinking. It occurs to me now that I’m not dressed warmly enough for this, though I’m grateful I kept the lining in my trench coat and put on a flannel shirt earlier. Having left my toothpick fob in my trench coat pocket, I can’t resist slipping one in my mouth. “Stop…” Mursak says quietly. Rich and I look around frantically as he takes his foot off the gas. “Stop-stop-stop! There!” The car continues to inch forward as we look in the direction of Mursak’s extended arm.
 
    
 
   “What?” Rich asks.
 
   “I don’t see anything!” I growl.
 
   “There…”
 
    
 
   Rich rolls down the window. We follow Mursak’s finger as he points ahead and to the left, across an unremarkable snow covered field that ends in naked trees and dense brush two hundred feet away. It takes a moment to focus on anything other than the specks of white and gray bleeding through the branches, but I eventually spot a soft, reddish light close to the ground. When I move my head, I can see it’s a pair: tail lights.
 
    
 
   “I’ll be damned…” Rich mutters.
 
   “What are we looking at?” I ask.
 
   “The car…”
 
   “No shit… where are they stopped?”
 
   “DC cubed… the parking lot…”
 
    
 
   The community college. We spent a night here and moved on two and a half months ago… is it possible Dave and his paranoid minions are responsible for this? If they’re paranoid…
 
    
 
   “Pull over.”
 
   “What?” Rich asks.
 
   “They’re waiting… we can see them, they can’t see us… pull over.”
 
   “That’s quite an assumption…” Mursak adds.
 
   “Shh…”
 
    
 
   Rich obliges, keeping the window down to monitor how much sound we make. Judging by the movement of the light as we creep forward, they’re a little over five hundred feet away. I slip on my gloves. “Do we have binoculars?” I whisper. Mursak goes into his bag and produces a pair, handing them off to me. I pull the catch and open the door slowly until I can barely slip out. “Grab the weapons… leave everything else.” Keeping low, I creep forward until I have a decent sightline with good cover.
 
   The M35 is ahead and to the right, parked about a hundred feet from the lot entrance on a declining hill. The driveway they occupy is both long and narrow with concrete curbs on either side, so if we’d followed them, we would’ve pulled into a bottleneck. I turn back quickly when I hear a sound, but it’s just Rich and Mursak. Sak gets down on one knee, pulls his rifle tight to his shoulder, and continually sweeps a 45° field of view with the truck in the center. Rich sidles up next to me, popping the cap on Anderson’s rifle scope.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “Sighting.”
 
   “Don’t shoot.”
 
   “Of course not. Colin… make sure we’re covered 360.”
 
   “What? Why?” Mursak replies.
 
   “Zombies.”
 
   “Dammit…”
 
    
 
   I return my eyes to the binoculars and look at the back of the covered truck. After a moment, the wind picks up and one of the unclasped flaps kicks open to reveal a man in camouflage with his weapon pointed toward the driveway. “Incoming…” Mursak says. I reach for my pistol as I look back, but he’s pointing down the hill toward the college. I pick up the binoculars again to see a Humvee driving up the college’s unnecessarily gigantic parking lot toward the M35.
 
   When the vehicles are nose to nose, two guys get out of the Humvee and one exits driver’s side of the M35. It’s impossible to make out everything at this distance, especially with the amount of brush in the way, but think I see what looks like Helen being guided toward the far side back door of the Humvee.
 
    
 
   “There’s Helen…” I say.
 
   “What about Mel?” Rich asks.
 
   “…wait…”
 
    
 
   The Humvee windows are only tiny squares, so it’s impossible to see what’s going on in the car. After a brief conversation, the two from the Humvee return to their vehicle and reverse it, backing into one of the lots for a two-point turn. For just a moment, the two back windows line up in my point of view and I see what looks like three people in the back, one of whom has long hair. The Humvee turns left and drives down the hill toward the college until I’m unable to follow it thanks to the brushwood in front of me. “Fuck…” I mutter, dropping the binoculars.
 
    
 
   “Did you see ‘em?” Rich asks.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “Stop asking me that!” I spit. “We get down there…”
 
   “How?”
 
    
 
   I stand up and trek back along the barren undergrowth as Rich and Mursak follow wordlessly. I cut through some trees and a broken fence, walking until I find a sign directing us toward the college. I stop to look down a two-lane road, sliding my bandolier over my shoulder so I can grab my inhaler. I take two quick hits and hold my breath; the parking lot is divided into eight strips surrounded by a two-lane road on a slope leading down to the college, with each smaller lot separated from the next via a series of sloping, snow-coated hills.
 
   “The M35 is parked on the road at the opposite side of the campus.” I point toward it from where we stand. “On this side, there’s a thicket… dense, but we can use it for cover.” When neither of them objects, I jump down into the road and run up a snowy hill into the thicket. I try to keep away from the brush and branches closer to the road, but we’re so deeply in shadow that I don’t think they’d see us even if were cutting them down.
 
   Once we make it to the fourth parking strip, I lift the binoculars to see if I can find the Humvee, following the tracks along the road until I spot it parked directly in front of the shattered window of the main campus building. “Come on…” I huff. At the bottom of the hill, the road around the outside of the lots intersects on our side before crossing a drainage ditch; from there, travelling straight leads to the back entrance, and turning right leads to the main campus building.
 
   When we arrive at the bottom, I realize we’ve only covered about half the distance; we could walk along the ditch to get to the main building faster, but we’d be completely exposed. If we continue in the thicket, we flank another six parking strips perched on an ascending hill. “Do we have a plan yet?” Rich wheezes behind me. “Jesus, Rich!” I whisper back. “We don’t know anything yet… that’s no way to make a plan.” I glance to the right as we finally set foot on something resembling a path, and then look left to see a tiny creek beyond the underbrush.
 
   Mursak turns suddenly and lifts his rifle; an elderly, bald Zombie is stumbling toward us from the back of a residential neighborhood by the creek. I lower the stock of Mursak’s rifle, unsheathe my katana, leap over the creek, and whack his head off. “We don’t have time for that.” I say as Rich joins me. “They’re on the move.” He responds. I lift the binoculars to get a better look at the M35 coasting down the hill, then look back along the drive to see if I can spot any men in camouflage wandering around.
 
   “Maybe they were just waiting for the-” Rich grabs my shoulder. “Get down!” I oblige without thinking and Mursak does the same. While I was staring at a snowdrift, the M35 hit the bottom of the descending lots and turned toward us. The headlights grow, staring us down through the thicket as we listen to the tires crush the fresh snow. I put my head down, and a moment later, the headlights waver across the snow in front of my face.
 
   They’ve stopped. I hear the engine running, and nothing else. If they’ve spotted us and have radios, we’re screwed; Mursak, Rich and I might survive a shootout in the woods, but whoever lives will have lost the element of surprise. Since they have automatic weapons, surprise is the only thing we have going for us. Suddenly, the M35 turns right, giving me enough time to look up and see it hanging another right as it crosses the ditch to head off toward the main building. “Clear.” I say, returning to my feet and leaping back over the creek before taking on the binoculars again. Rich sidles up next to me and sights with Anderson’s rifle.
 
   Once the M35 stops, the engine cuts out. Two men exit the cab, and the one I saw hiding behind the flaps jumps down from the back. All three of them head directly inside.
 
    
 
   “Karen said there were eight?” I ask.
 
   “Yep.” Mursak confirms.
 
   “And we got?”
 
   “Five.”
 
   “Okay… so let’s assume there’s at least five left. Over there, about 500 feet?” I hold my arm out in a diagonal to the left, where one of the lots will give us the high ground above the Humvee. “That’s the best cover we’re gonna find… once we get there we figure out how we get in. Good?”
 
    
 
   They both nod. I keep my head low as I emerge from the thicket, running alongside it at the top of the hill as long as I can. When there are enough trees between me and the front entrance, I cut across the road and bolt toward one of the snow covered hills, zig-zagging behind the sparse trees. If they have someone on lookout in one of the corner windows, this might be the shortest and least successful rescue operation in history, but if the fact that they lost five guys while shooting at cinderblocks is any indication, they’re nowhere near as smart as us.
 
   As I run along the parking strip, the trees ahead of me obscure the lights of the main building. I finally slow down, very much out of breath when I reach the edge of the blacktop. A concrete path from this point leads directly into the red brick courtyard where we parked the bus for our brief visit two and a half months ago, and now there’s a man armed with an M-16A1 pacing around that same spot. Great. They posted a sentry. They can’t be that dumb. Rich and Mursak join me after a moment, and the three of us catch our breath while the sentry occasionally looks off toward the ditch, which is now about five hundred feet to our right.
 
    
 
   “They think we’re coming up the ditch…” I say.
 
   “Let’s hope not.” Mursak mutters. “That means they know we’re here. If anything, he’s watching the road.”
 
   “Rich… check the windows.” 
 
    
 
   I don’t tell him, but I follow the same command as Mursak surveys the grounds. Using the binoculars, I instantly spot a man with a rifle perched in an open window on the third floor of the main building; the windows beneath it, including the one broken through, are floor-to-ceiling, two high, in two banks of three, and four across from right to left. Our potential assailant is in the fourth window from the right on the third level. I sweep left and right again, looking through the breezeway connecting to an adjacent building with smaller windows, but I don’t see anyone else. While I wait for Rich, I notice a curiously tight cluster of parked trucks and SUVs to our left.
 
    
 
   “Got one.” Rich says.
 
   “Where?” I ask.
 
   “Third floor… fourth window from the right… armed…”
 
   “Anyone else?”
 
   “Just him…”
 
    
 
   Rich works the bolt on Anderson’s rifle three times, carefully removing a bullet from the chamber each time as he speaks.
 
    
 
   “What’s the plan?” 
 
   “We have to get inside… stick to the parts we know…” I reply.
 
   “Big building…”
 
   “I’m open to suggestions…”
 
   “We have to take out the sniper…” Mursak offers. “Then the sentry. They have radios?”
 
   “Didn’t see…”
 
    
 
   Mursak yanks the binoculars from around my neck, dragging me with the strap as Rich pulls three bullets out of the bottom of the bandolier and loads them in Anderson’s rifle.
 
    
 
   “The sentry does…” Mursak continues. “So we assume the sniper does too.”
 
   “This’ll go a lot faster if we know where they are…” Rich offers.
 
   “You’re suggesting we ask him?” I ask, taking the binoculars back.
 
   “Yeah… and I reckon we don’t be too polite about it.”
 
   “…why’d you just unload and reload your gun?”
 
    
 
   Rich pulls the suppressor out of his pocket and starts screwing it in.
 
    
 
   “Subsonic rounds… report won’t carry…”
 
   “Alright, so Rich takes the sniper, we get the sentry.” I say.
 
   “How?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Diversion… you distract him, and when you’ve got his attention I’ll take him out. Rich monitors… he tries to shoot or call for help, Rich takes him down… sound good?”
 
   “I’ll just take out his knee.” Rich replies.
 
   “I’m okay with that.” Mursak nods.
 
    
 
   Rich drops the bipod, lies prone, and then begins adjusting the knobs on the scope as he speaks.
 
    
 
   “Would you call that a hunner’ yards?”
 
   “I… have no idea…” I reply.
 
   “Shade under.” Mursak confirms.
 
    
 
   As Rich gets himself ready, I monitor with the binoculars. After thirty seconds of waiting, the sniper lifts a radio from his belt and speaks into it. His conversation seems almost jovial. “You realize we have to kill all of them.” Rich says, and the moment he finishes speaking I realize we don’t have a choice.
 
   Rich’s assertion implies that there is no specific benefit, but we’d be at a tactical disadvantage by not killing them; given the events of the evening, the only logical outcome of us retrieving the girls and leaving our assailants behind is that they’ll come back again. If the generally agreed upon narrative from the checkpoints is taken at face value, they’ve killed soldiers for their clothing and weapons, so there’s nothing to stop them from doing the same to us. Add the fact that they’ve kidnapped two of our people and we have no reason to believe we can bargain with them.
 
   “I guess… we don’t have a choice.” I utter, unceremoniously. “You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie…” Rich grumbles, working the bolt. Mursak nods in agreement, a reply I wouldn’t take as compliance from anyone other than him or Anderson. It takes me a moment, but I lift the binoculars again and fix my gaze on the sniper. Once his conversation appears to end, he clips the radio on his belt. “Whenever you’re ready.” I say, propping myself up. I listen to Rich’s shallow breathing and feel a sense of serenity, as though the snow stops falling for just an instant when he pulls the trigger. A soft click echoes in the crisp air, followed by a puff of vapor spraying out in a halo around the sniper’s head before he goes limp. The sentry doesn’t seem to notice despite the fact that he’s looking toward the building. “Go.” Rich whispers.
 
   Mursak darts off to the left silently while I slowly creep toward the right. If the sentry turns, he’s got me, but I can stay loose knowing Rich has my back. The sentry takes a few steps toward the building while I continue creeping up behind him. Knowing he’s gonna hear me the moment my foot hits the bricks, I duck behind a massive stone pot and look for Mursak, but he’s nowhere to be found. I can’t shoot the bastard, or draw his attention by throwing something, so I’m stuck.
 
   Suddenly, Mursak walks out of the shadows as casual as a man walking his dog, stuffing his hands in his pockets as he steps into the brick courtyard. The sentry turns sharply to his left and starts to speak as I pull my katana and start running; he turns toward me and yelps in pain as blood sprays out of his knee, and in an instant I’m standing above him with my blade perched on his neck. “Please don’t, Jesus, don’t hurt me…!” He wails, pawing at his evaporated kneecap. I press the tip of the pointed steel into his jugular. 
 
    
 
   “Shut up.” I whisper. He obeys. “Where are the girls?”
 
   “Oh, no-no…”
 
   “…where?”
 
   “Lis-lis-listen! They’re safe… we-w-we-we… just wanted to get, eh.. y-your attention…”
 
    
 
   Someone’s coming up behind me. “Move…” Rich spits, entering from the clearing. When I take the blade off his neck, Rich lifts him to his feet, eliciting staccato squeals of exquisite agony. “Shut up.” Rich continues, hauling the sentry through the snow until he’s behind the flower pot I just used for cover. Rich props him up, grabs his radio, steps away, and nods at me. The sentry, a terrified man in his early thirties with pleading brown eyes, an unshaven face and dark, poorly cropped hair, puffs out a few painful pants before I put the blade back on his throat.
 
    
 
   “You were saying?” I continue.
 
   “P-please don’t…” He grimaces in pain. “Don’t hurt me…”
 
   “…the girls.”
 
   “It was a mistake… we didn’t…”
 
   “The. Girls.”
 
   “W-we thought if you c-came here we c-c-could… calm down… we-we could t-t-talk this out…”
 
    
 
   He starts sobbing. I don’t buy it. I push the edge of the blade just under his Adam’s apple.
 
    
 
   “Last chance.”
 
   “Third floor… uhjsss… r-r-room three… 308… listen, listen… they w-… they want to be here… they want to…”
 
   “…what?” I ask.
 
   “Sh-sh-she said she w-wanted to come with us…”
 
   “You’re full of shit!”
 
   “D-don’t… please… I j-… please!”
 
   “Do it, Jeff…” Rich mutters.
 
   “No… n-no, wait!”
 
    
 
   I picture what they’re doing to Melody and Helen as I pull the blade back. His hands come up to his throat, but nothing happens. After a moment, the clean wound peels open and fluid seeps out around the incision. He gags, then tries to draw in a breath and sprays out a bloody cough. His fingers uselessly claw at his throat as he keeps trying to breathe, only coughing harder and drawing in more blood each time, gurgling as he begins to drown. In twenty seconds, his eyes go dead.
 
   “Jeff…” I don’t know how long it’s been since I saw him die. I shake my head. “Yeah.” For some reason, I see myself meeting this guy in a coffee shop for a job interview; he tells me about my responsibilities, then talks about his wife and kids before failing to assure me that he’s completely satisfied with his life. In front of me, Rich is smoothing over the blood splatters in the snow.
 
    
 
   “Jeff!”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   “Let’s go…” Mursak insists.
 
    
 
   I rush after them toward the building, trying to suppress what just happened. Rich leads the charge through the front doors, attempting to cover in much the same way I assume Anderson would. Mursak follows behind him, and I come through last. Since we haven’t been shot at, I assume we’ve successfully completed a surreptitious entry. We all take a moment to wipe our feet before I break off toward the stairwell, but I freeze before I open the door.
 
   “What?” Rich asks. I didn’t recognize the sniper or the sentry. When Dave was pretending to run this place, his base of operations was on the ground floor, just down the hall. Was whomever I just killed outside lying to us? Is room 308 a trap? “What?!” Rich insists. “Stay here.” I instruct Mursak, tip-toeing toward the room where we left Dave and his friends. A foul, overpowering stench crawls up my nostrils as I close in on the door, and I silently thank Karen for her olfactory education. I grip the handle firmly, pulling it open as Rich stands back and points his rifle inside.
 
   The scent hisses out of the black room as I grab a small flashlight from my belt and shine it inside, unable to select which corpse I want to examine. Rich steps in and hits a light switch while holding his breath; Dave and every person I saw our first night here in October are lying dead on the floor, most of them having been shot in the head. The layout doesn’t suggest suicide, but it also doesn’t have the look of homicide. Whoever kidnapped the girls must have known these guys were here, and they haven’t been dead long. I pull the door shut, spit out my ragged toothpick, tear off my trench coat, and start taking off my belt.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Rich asks.
 
   “I need to be lighter if we’re sneaking around.”
 
   “Okay, what do we do?”
 
   “Get my pistol…”
 
    
 
   I sit down to take my boots off and end up contemplating the murder I just committed. Am I unsure if I’d done something wrong because there was no rush of panic accompanying the realization that I just killed someone? Is it because I know I’m not going to be arrested, tried, and imprisoned? Are there no consequences for what I did? “Jeff?” Rich asks, kneeling down in front of me.
 
    
 
   “I just killed someone.”
 
   “We both did…”
 
   “Not like that…” I mutter, shaking my head.
 
   “Jeff… I don’t wanna rush… whatever you’ve gotta deal with… but we can’t stop until this is over…”
 
    
 
   Melody. Helen. “Right…” I shake my head again, furiously taking my boots off and tearing my katana free of the sheath while Rich removes the binoculars and leaves them with my coat. I jog a few feet to ensure I have enough traction not to slip in my socks, and then return to my waiting compatriots.
 
    
 
   “All right… I’m on point… Rich covers, Sak watches our backs. Sak, if you see anyone and have enough time, get Rich to take the shot. They’re gonna be around here somewhere on the third level.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” Rich asks.
 
   “The bodies are in room 106… go up two levels, we’re right near 308… we stop at room-”
 
   “Mike, are you still in the courtyard? ”
 
    
 
   Rich looks down at the confiscated radio on his belt. Mike must be the guy I killed, and they don’t know he’s dead. I flex my fingers at Rich until he hands it over, and I give it to Mursak. He stares at me. “You’re taking a piss.” I say, nodding hard. He lifts the radio to his lips, but I grab his wrist and push it down to his waist, then give him a thumb up. He depresses the talk switch.
 
    
 
   “Takin’ a piss…” Mursak starts, imitating Mike’s voice well.
 
   “What? ”
 
   “Takin’ a piss…” He says a bit louder.
 
   “Where? ”
 
   “In the trees…”
 
   “Come on, man… tell me or Ev next time… you want him to shoot you on the way back? ”
 
   “…didn’t want him lookin’ at my junk.”
 
   “…just hurry back.”
 
    
 
   I give Mursak a hearty thumb up. He holds up a finger, looking around as though he has an idea. I shake my head and swipe my hand in front of my neck rapidly as he hits the talk button again. “Where’s everyone else?” Mursak asks. Absolute genius. “Uh… Bern’s on the first… I’m on the second… Jimmy’s with the girls… don’t know where Reg or Max are at.” Mursak takes a breath, holds it, and shakes his head, turning off the radio. I tiptoe down the hallway, keeping my back to the wall as I approach the corner. I peek around the edge and see another man in camouflage carrying an M-16 through the hallway.
 
   This must be ‘Bern’. He’s probably in his late twenties, and I can‘t make out any of his features other than a pudgy face and a potbelly. I sense Rich behind me, so I hold out my free hand to stop him. ‘Bern’ stops after he passes the doors and stares into the courtyard through the broken window. He turns to the right with two awkward little stomps, and despite his age and height, when he stands still he looks very much like a little boy. He takes the carrying handle of the M-16 with his left hand and holds his right hand over his brow as he leans forward to look out.
 
   I close my eyes. He has to die, or my friends will. I motion for Rich to move into the hallway as I step out of cover and trot toward him on the balls of my feet. He turns around, his mouth gaping as I slice down from my right side and cut a massive gash in the left side of his neck. His eyes squint in accusation and his tongue flicks out as he drops the gun, bringing both hands up to stop his blood from blurting out.
 
   He swipes at my face with his right hand, letting out a grunt as he staggers toward me. “Huhhhh-uhhhh!” He manages, falling to his knees. When he leans forward, blood slides off his chin and slaps against the tile, pouring out in a cascading streak. Imagining myself in his position, I absently paw at my neck. “Grey…” Without thinking, I pull my arms back and take a clean stroke through his neck, sending four fingers to the ground along with his head. A numbing shockwave shoots up my spine; his body goes limp so completely, I feel as though I decapitated a rubber doll full of blood.
 
    
 
   “Grey…” Mursak repeats.
 
   “That…”
 
   “Jeff, come on…” Rich urges.
 
   “That was a lot worse…”
 
    
 
   Rich grabs my shoulder, spins me, and slaps my cheek just hard enough to break my concentration. “Deal with it later!” I shake my head again, gritting my teeth as I beat the bottom of my fist into the side of my skull. I have to focus. “Okay… okay… let’s go…” Rich rushes toward the stairwell while Mursak, still in shock, staggers off in his wake. Rich stops at the bottom of the steps and lets me take point. I listen for a moment; the stairwell is empty, unless we’ve been made. When I get up to the second landing, I wave for them to back off as I peek through the narrow window in the door. I don’t see anything. As much as I want to bound up to the third floor and get the girls, I have a much stronger aversion to getting shot.
 
   “Anyone see anything out there? ” It’s the same voice we heard on the radio, and I think I catch it echoing down the hallway. I wave for Mursak and Rich to back off; Mursak hunkers on the steps leading down and Rich stands with his back to the wall, keeping the rifle snug to his shoulder and pointed at the ground. “Mike, Ev, Bern? ” He’s met by silence. “Max, Reg, where you at? Talk to me, someone…” Acknowledging that we have only a few seconds until he gets seriously suspicious, I start hyperventilating.
 
    
 
   “I think there’s a car comin’…” Mursak mumbles into the walkie. 
 
   “What? Where? ” The voice on the radio replies.
 
   “Come to the window.”
 
    
 
   Mursak flaps his arm at Rich, signaling him to move up. Rich passes me, steps into the landing leading up to the third floor, takes a knee, and sights the doorway. I grab the handle and cross over, glancing through the skinny window as I pass; when I see a shadow move from the right I duck completely and look back. Keeping the rifle firm against his shoulder, Rich holds up his trigger finger. I have no idea what’s going on in the hall, but I have to imagine he’s waiting for a clear shot.
 
   Rich remains fixed like a statue, his finger still pointed skyward. It’s dead silent. I have to stifle the urge to look through the door when I hear footsteps approach. With his pointer still extended, Rich opens his palm and closes the hand toward his body, wrapping his index finger in the trigger guard. I tug the handle gently and pull the door open.
 
   “I don’t see shit…” I hear his voice clearly to my right and muffled by the radio as Mursak furiously buries it between his legs. Rich pulls the trigger, and a clatter follows a moment later. I look through the doorway to see a greasy puddle of blood rushing out of the dead man’s head. No one moves. The reality of our situation washes over me like a fire hose filled with freezing water, but I stifle it by shaking my head and slapping myself to focus. This is like trying to hold on to a rational thought while stone drunk.
 
    
 
   “We need a plan for the third floor.” I say quietly.
 
   “There’s at least three more, right?” Mursak whispers.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Do we assume their radios are off, or they’re not answering because they know something’s up?”
 
   “We don’t assume anything.”
 
   “I’d keep more than one with the girls…” Mursak replies. “Maybe we use a distraction?”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “I dunno… decoy… turn on a flashlight and throw it down the hall…”
 
   “If they know we’re here it’ll just give us away.” I reply.
 
    
 
   Without a word, Rich walks past me into the hall and kneels down by the body, removing the assault rifle carefully. Mursak duck walks through the door to look down the intersecting hallway. 
 
    
 
   “If they know we’re here, they might’ve killed them already.” He continues after a moment.
 
   “They had to take them for a reason… there’s no way they just killed them…”
 
   “Well what do you suggest?” Mursak spits.
 
   “Colin…” Rich whispers, arresting our attention. “How tall are you?”
 
   “I dunno… five-ten?”
 
    
 
   Rich looks down at the body.
 
    
 
   “Oh no… no no no…” Mursak stutters.
 
   “No, it’s perfect…” I add.
 
   “No… what if someone finds the body?”
 
   “Just listen… all you have to do is walk past 308 and peek in… if you’ve got the camo, the hat, the rifle…”
 
   “No…”
 
   “The lights are out… we’ll be c-… look… your exposure is… two seconds, tops… if they come after you, Rich and I’ll be covering. If they see you and do nothing, they don’t know what’s going on… if they don’t see you, you’re home free.”
 
   “And if they shoot?!”
 
   “Sak… Rich and I just… we killed four people. I’m only asking you do this.”
 
    
 
   Mursak sighs, knowing he’ll have a hard time arguing against the blood on my hands. “Fine.” Mursak disrobes his jacket, jeans, and shoes as I remove the corpse’s clothes and hat; fortunately, the knit cap only has blood on one side. In another thirty seconds, Mursak is passably dressed like the departed, even though the boots are too big. He takes a moment to figure out the M-16, removing the magazine, replacing it, and chambering a round. I want to ask him what he knows about operating this weapon, but it can wait.
 
   I take the lead once again, trotting quietly up the stairs while keeping my head on a swivel. Once at the top, I sneak up to the door and get a look into the third floor hallway, which is much longer thanks to the breezeway I noticed while we were outside. I turn back to find Rich and Mursak in the same positions they were before.
 
    
 
   “Can I not do this?” Mursak asks anxiously.
 
   “No choice…” I reply, preparing to channel Anderson. “A good plan today’s better than a perfect one tomorrow.”
 
   “What do I do after I walk past the door?”
 
   “Go a few feet and stop. Thumbs up if you see the girls, show us on your fingers if you see any of them.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “We open the door.” Rich starts. “And that’s it… O.K. Corral.”
 
    
 
   We silently contemplate the implications of Rich’s proposed scenario. I take a moment to realize that my veins are still flooded with adrenaline and decide that being too cautious is just as likely to get me killed as being impetuous. “Give me my gun.” I reach out and Rich hands me my pistol out of the back of his pants. My spare magazines are downstairs, so I have eight shots total. I glance through the door again, then open it slowly and look through the tiny window to scan down the adjacent hall.
 
   Finding no one, I step out into the hallway and locate the nearest classroom door with Mursak and Rich immediately behind me. Contrary to my opinion on the first floor, I find that the classroom immediately to my left, facing the courtyard, is room 302. Despite there being no adjacent rooms, they are numbered evenly. Each door has two glass panes; the one on the bottom is frosted and the one on the top is clear, so I have to poke my head up to get a look. The body of the sniper is lying on the floor of 304, looking undisturbed.
 
   Passing 306, I start to hear whispering mixed with some kind of moaning or grunting. I swallow hard and turn back to Mursak. His eyes dart around for a moment before he slowly nods, adjusting the blood spot on the hat to face the right and switching the M-16 over to his left to obscure his face. “Grey…” Mursak whispers. “What if I get to the breezeway and call out for-” The door to 308 opens.
 
   We all freeze in place as a man dressed in camouflage walks out and turns directly toward us. “What the fu-” Rich ends him, but the suppressed gunshot echoes down every hallway in the building; that last bullet was definitely not subsonic. Using logic I’ll never be able to explain, I get up and run directly for the opening to see a naked girl scrambling across the floor in the darkened room and another camouflaged man sitting in a chair, pointing a pistol at me. I turn back and duck, hearing the shot simultaneously with the sensation of a bowling ball fired out of a catapult slamming into my back.
 
   I can’t move and I’ve either had the wind knocked out of me or been paralyzed. Rich grabs my arm and drags me out of the doorway as a series of shots ring out from the room coupled with indecipherable screaming. “Are you okay?!” Rich shouts. I’m not recovered enough to answer, but I manage to grab the doorway outcropping and pull myself into view as Rich desperately tries to hold me back. I get a look in the darkness long enough to see Melody’s nude silhouette and the camouflaged man taking deep breaths as blood oozes out of his chest.
 
   “Go away!” Melody shouts as Rich drags me out of the doorway. My thighs twitch as I blink repeatedly and try to catch my breath. My body contorts with a series of shocking chemical eruptions and I stand up before I realize what’s happened, ripping off my bullet-proof vest to reveal a 9mm round buried in the small of the back. Unsurprisingly, I find myself removing the smashed bullet as a keepsake before picking up my Colt and moving inside the room.
 
   Melody, now dressed, is hunched over in the corner above Helen, who I can barely see thanks to the ambient light coming through the shaded windows. After a moment, Helen stands and Melody leads her toward the motionless corpse on the ground, taking his pistol. Before I can say a word, Melody wraps her arms around me and squeezes hard, sending electric shards of pain flashing through my lower back. The sound I make is sufficient for her to let go.
 
    
 
   “Sorry…” She whines.
 
   “How many more are there?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Five, maybe…?”
 
   “We killed four others.” Rich offers.
 
   “Two? I dunno, not many…”
 
   “Let’s get out of here…” Mursak mutters.
 
    
 
   Melody nods, leading us toward the stairwell cradling the M-16. She holds us back from the door and kicks the pressure bar, setting off a barrage of automatic fire from the stairwell that sends sparks caroming off the steel frame and forces the door stop into the holder on the wall. Someone in our group screams, and I don’t rule myself out until I realize my mouth is open and I’m still hyperventilating. “Stop…” I turn to face Rich as he speaks, finding his eyes trained on Mursak as he heads for the breezeway with Helen.
 
    
 
   “What?!” Sak snarls.
 
   “What are you doing?” Rich asks.
 
   “Do you wanna get shot?”
 
   “…if we run, he’s comin’ right up those steps!”
 
   “We’ve gotta draw him out…” I interrupt.
 
   “How?” Rich asks, turning to me.
 
   “Talk him down.”
 
   “And you think he’ll listen?”
 
   “Of course not… but if we can distract him…”
 
    
 
   Without a word, Melody steps toward the doorway and swipes her arm through the opening, inviting another hail of gunfire followed by four clicks of a trigger with no bullets to displace. She walks through the door and disappears past the railing as a quick burst of fire echoes out of the hollow chamber. I try to rush forward, but Rich grabs my arm. The halls are quiet, save for a few thin, struggling gasps from the stairs.
 
   A moment later, Melody walks back into the doorway, staring at the four of us incredulously. “…well?” We pile into the stairwell after her, finding our erstwhile assailant gasping for air while his fingers scrape at one of the half-dozen holes in his chest. As she passes, Melody kicks an empty magazine away from him, sending it clattering down the steps for us to chase.
 
    “Move-move-move!” Mursak calls out, checking the second floor doorway as we continue past him. When we hit the bottom, the group falls into silence. Rich sights down the hallway to which Dave once retreated, and Mursak aims toward the main entrance. Both of them wave and we spill through the door. Keeping my eyes peeled, I reunite myself with my undisturbed clothing articles and rifle while Mursak grabs the binoculars.
 
   As we set eyes upon the Humvee parked against the glass, I get a massive swell of comfort. We may just survive this. Maintaining cover, Rich gets in the driver’s seat of the Humvee and stares at the ignition switch in confusion. “What?” I ask, standing just outside the door and staring into the snowy distance. Rich shakes his head.
 
    
 
   “Anderson told me how to start these…” He starts. “But I can’t remember…?”
 
   “We’re on the clock, Rich… can you figure it out?”
 
   “Uh… yeah… I gotta… it’s the cable?”
 
    
 
   Rich continues to work away at the panel while the rest of us stand around anxiously. Melody tries to walk past me into the courtyard, but something in me prevents her from stepping into the falling snow. Whereas I felt comfortable before, I’ve begun feeling nervous again; this is taking too long, and if there’s anyone left on their side, I’m worried what their retribution might look like. On the other hand, if we get the vehicle started, I can’t imagine anyone mounting a successful campaign against us. Unless, of course, they have hand grenades.
 
   Rich starts the engine and smiles at me. Mursak hops in the passenger’s seat as Melody guides Helen toward the back when a gunshot precedes a burst of snow blowing up in front of me. I grab both of them and throw them toward the building while diving for cover myself. I quickly check the three of us for wounds and find nothing. Another shot bellows out from above, the report echoing for what sounds like miles; one of the remaining men is in the sniper’s perch. Leaving the Humvee running, Rich pops opens the door and leaps out.
 
    
 
   “What…?!” I screech.
 
   “No survivors.” Rich interrupts.
 
   “Fuck! Well what do we do?”
 
   “Keep him talking.”
 
   “…what!?”
 
    
 
   I’m met with silence as Rich pulls up his rifle and checks the hallway on his way to the stairwell. What am I supposed to say? Rich is toast if I don’t find a way to distract this guy, but I can’t imagine he’s in the mood for a conversation. Nevertheless, I can’t dawdle.
 
    
 
   “STOP!”
 
   “What?!” The voice above calls out.
 
   “Stop…” I shout. “…we don’t have to do this!”
 
   “…are you kidding me?!”
 
   “We don’t want a fight!”
 
   “ARE YOU FUCKIN’ KIDDING ME!?” He screams back.
 
   “You took us!” Melody shouts back. “Y’know… I’m gonna rip your fuckin’ sack off…”
 
    
 
   She wrestles forward with her M-16 ready. It takes both Mursak and me to restrain her.
 
    
 
    “We just did it so you’d stop shooting! It was a mistake, god dammit… we tried to tell you and you didn’t fuckin’ listen!”
 
   “…what?” I ask.
 
   “…wait, n-n-no!”
 
    
 
   A hollow click echoes out into the night as our aggressor is cut off abruptly. I look back as Mursak slowly sweeps his M-16 from right to left, carefully watching the inside of the building. Melody helps Helen to her feet and I step out toward the courtyard, looking at the hills that converge on the valley where the main building rests. I listen to the gentle and omnipresent echo of snowflakes touching into the ground with a resonance that gives the hazy distance a desolate voice. Thin red drops leap off the edge of the building behind us and melt through the flurry-dusted roof of the Humvee moments before I become aware of the slight ringing in my ears.
 
   The stairwell door pops open, arresting everyone’s attention: Rich cautiously exits, pointing his thumb skyward. “Okay…” I say softly, opening the back door to the Humvee. I didn’t realize there were only two back seats. Helen breathes heavily as Melody guides her into the door and squeezes in next to her. I walk around to the other side as Mursak opens the passenger door, and as he turns, my eyes fixate on his blood stained cap. “Sak.” I arrest his attention immediately and draw my finger down my temple.
 
   He grabs the hat and rips it off, throwing it to the ground and patting the side of his head rapidly. He’s fine. Rich starts the Humvee, backs up, and waits a moment. “What are you…” Rich shushes Melody before she can continue. I listen to the engine humming as we all stare into the school. A minute passes. Nothing stirs. Once satisfied, he turns the wheel toward the driveway, taking us past the M35 toward the parking lot. Mursak keeps his eyes buried in the binoculars, leering at the main building as Helen sobs in Melody’s arms. Helen whispers something, and then Melody looks over at me.
 
    
 
   “Everyone else okay?” Melody asks.
 
   “Anderson’s, uh… might be in a coma…” Helen cries harder as I continue. “The armor saved him… but we don’t… we left too quickly to know…”
 
   “Are you okay?” She asks.
 
   “…I don’t think so.”
 
    
 
   I can feel Melody continuing to stare at me as I gaze out the window. As the adrenaline drains from my body, a searing pain invades my lower back along with a chorus of twitchy screams from my arm and leg muscles. The group remains silent as Rich drives us around the outside of the parking lot, looking back frequently. Once we make it to the main road, he stops again, and Mursak stands outside with his binoculars, zeroing in on the main building. After about a minute, Rich turns to address the group.
 
    
 
   “We gotta get the Outback.”
 
   “I’ll drive.” I offer.
 
   “Can you drive stick?”
 
   “I’ll just keep it in first gear.”
 
   “…do you know what that means?”
 
   “I’ll figure it out.”
 
    
 
   Mursak rejoins us as Rich pulls out on the street. The two of them chat briefly while I don’t pay attention. He pulls over next to the untouched Outback, letting Melody and me exit. Mursak opens his door and jumps out before we get to the car.
 
    
 
   “We’re gonna stick around…”
 
   “Okay…?” I reply.
 
   “If there was anyone left, they saw us leave… Rich is gonna take the Humvee up the road. I’m just gonna run back and keep an eye out.”
 
   “…is that safe?”
 
   “…probably not.”
 
   “Alright, be careful.”
 
    
 
   He smiles at my exhausted unwillingness to battle. Once I start the car and get it in drive, I manage to back it out and get us on the road without too much difficulty. There’s no way I could follow the minimum speed limit or normal traffic patterns, but we’re moving. After I’ve pulled around the Humvee, I become aware of Melody furiously digging in the console. Her attention shifts to the glove box, then the side compartment.
 
    
 
   “Uh…” I start.
 
   “Smokes.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “…cigarettes, do we have any?” She grunts.
 
   “…not in here…”
 
    
 
   She bangs her hand on the dashboard, resting her wrist against her forehead as she looks out the window and sighs. “Are you okay?” As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I realize that they aren’t as casual as they sounded in my head.
 
    
 
   “…no.” She mutters.
 
   “…you wanna talk about it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “…anything I can do?”
 
   “Yeah, find me a fucking cigarette.”
 
    
 
   I nod as we continue forward, looking in the rearview mirror at the vacant expanse of snow-swept darkness and wonder if there’s something else I can say. I can’t tell how much time passes before Melody takes a deep breath and mutters “Thank you.” I shrug, unable to conjure any better acknowledgement. Her eyes continue alternating between the windshield and me as we travel back to the high school.
 
   As we approach our home from the street, I realize I’ve never been so happy to see a building in my life, but when I look above the auditorium, my heart drops out of my chest: the string of band uniforms, complete with letters duct-taped to the chests, are still hanging under the school banner. HUMANS INSIDE. After a whole debate about whether or not to hang a flag, we forgot to take down the crudely constructed sign that made us a target for exactly the type of atrocity we just experienced.
 
   Though I’m well past the point of explaining what just happened, I imagine the people we just killed heard the helicopters and went looking for them, not expecting to find other people in the school. Hell, once they saw the sign they might have assumed whoever had survived in here had just been rescued. I pull the Outback into its inconspicuous parking spot at the edge of the stockade and get out. Melody ejects herself from the car and power-walks around the bus on what I assume must be a quest for tobacco.
 
   As I make my way to the door, I only manage a passing glance at the bus tires before staggering through the gate. Once I’m done struggling up the ladder and over the railing, I slide out of my trench coat, take my belt off, remove my rifle, and have a seat on the bottom step to contemplate the living hell of my screaming muscles. I’m so used to my subconscious brain beating me up over the bad things I’ve done that I’m surprised to find my mind currently blank on the issue of murder.
 
   Fortunately, I don’t have too long to work myself over; I can hear Rich parking the Humvee across the street, followed by sparing conversation as he walks back to the gate with Helen and Mursak. The three of them file through the door noisily in a moment that plainly personifies not giving a shit. They climb over the railing without saying a word to each other, passing me to go either up or down the steps. Rich is the last one over, and he has a seat next to me on the same step.
 
    
 
   “You gonna be alright?” He asks.
 
   “I don’t know.” I mutter. “Can you do me a favor… tell Karen, Jake and Ally what happened?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “…thanks.”
 
   “I’m gonna make some coffee…” Rich starts. “Jake and I’ll keep watch… you get some rest.”
 
   “You sure?”              
 
   “Yeah… Merry Christmas.”
 
    
 
   He gets up and goes upstairs. In the midst of everything we just went through, I managed to forget that it’s been the biggest holiday of the year for the past several hours. Images of Christmas mornings as recorded on Hi-8 tape roll through my head; my mom worked so hard for those moments, and after months of planning, saving, shopping, and wrapping, I think of how exhausted and relieved she felt to have this footie-wearing infant plod down the steps to open his Ghostbusters action figures.
 
   I don’t know what I expected to feel by thinking myself through that, though I imagine I expected to cry. No such luck. I pick myself up and walk through the doors to the first-floor hallway, where the outcropping from each doorway has been pounded into dust by automatic fire, making the concrete bricks look not unlike chewed-up Swiss cheese. The floor is littered with chunks of rock and brass bullet shells, and it still smells like a lava vent due to all the sulfur in the air. I walk toward the lobby until I reach the connecting breezeway doors and stagger from one side to the other.
 
   After ascending the stairs, I attempt to get a drink at the water fountain but quickly realize I feel too ill to imbibe any liquids. Taking a few more steps clarifies this illness as a feeling that suggests part of my brain has vacated my body. I return my weapons to their rightful place, retaining the services of my pistol. I then gather a change of clothes and avail myself with a hot shower. When I’m finally clean, I stop and stare at the clothes I just removed: wet, cold, muddy, ripped, and soaked in blood, they serve as a perfect pastiche for my day. I’m not going to enjoy cleaning them.
 
   Before I can settle in to bed, Karen seeks me out, having learned that I’ve been shot. As usual, her bedside manner is perfect: she doesn’t say a word about what just happened, merely suggesting I’m damn lucky that the bullet struck below my ribcage and to the right of my spine, limiting the potential for fractures to practically nothing. She insists her diagnosis is premature, but assuredly guesses I have no internal bleeding while explaining the symptoms and announcing her intention to keep an eye on the wound. She tells me to ice the bruise on and off in twenty minute intervals.
 
   When I return to my room, I play solitaire on my computer while using an icepack until I realize that the sky has begun to lighten. Once I peek through the window shades, I realize that I feel both exhausted and intoxicated with a minor headache joining the pain in my back and joints. I slide my pistol under my pillow, then immediately pull it back out, and pull out the magazine; when I check the chamber, a round pops out.
 
   I drop my hands in disgust, thinking of the potential accident this could’ve caused. I then return the errant bullet to the magazine, slip it back in, turn the safety on, and put the Colt back under my pillow. Once I’ve settled down, I wrap myself in my sheets and try to concentrate on how warm, safe, and comfortable my bed feels while ignoring my paranoid ruminations that someone else is in the room.
 
    
 
   My throat is being cut. I sit up and gasp for air, clawing at my neck to find my skin intact while involving my emotions in the depths of my confusion. Someone’s knocking at my door, which I now realize was left unlocked. “…yes?” I reach for my pistol. The door opens and Melody pokes her head through before the rest of her body follows. She’s clutching a pillow against her chest. “Room for one more?”
 
   In my early teens, this would no doubt have been a precursor to some wild sexual fantasy. Instead, my eyes burn as I hear the terror and vulnerability in her voice. “Uh… yeah… lock it behind you.” I paw at the countertop behind my bed until I find a single key on a ring and toss it to her. She misses the throw, scrabbles around for it on the floor, and finally locks the door.
 
   I move over to my right, allowing her take the spot by the window. She settles herself in, facing away from me, and I’m unsure of what I should be doing, which then forces me to examine my line of thinking. Who cares? I’m exhausted, and though I initially thought that losing Julia would forever be the worst day of my life, I never imagined I’d encounter this particular level of spiritual desolation. Upon reflection, I don’t feel much better now that I’ve showered, and I’ve likely had a half an hour’s sleep, so I doubt I’ll feel much better by the time the morning comes.
 
    
 
   I take in a huge gasp as I feel my body slam into the bed, as if someone tried to yank my soul free only to have it snap back. As I wait for my pulse to slow down, I struggle to understand how the feeling I just experienced was possible. It’s as though the space between sleeping and dreaming becomes more dangerous with each passing week. When I’m finally able to take a deep breath, I pull myself out of bed to check the door handle, pushing my shoulder into the wood to see if it’ll give. I grab my computer chair and rest it wheels-first against the door before returning to bed.
 
   A mild floral scent wheezes out of the covers as I settle in, alerting me to the fact that this’ll be only the second time I’ve slept alone with a girl, though it will hardly be the first thing on my mind. The silence suspends with each breath she takes, and any instincts her presence may have alerted disappear when the men I killed snuff them out, their manifestations starkly awakening the vulnerability of my neck. If someone were to pierce it in my sleep, I’d not only bleed, I’d be unable to breathe without drowning in my own blood. 
 
   When I realize this fear cannot be jostled loose, I finally decide the only way I can deign to sleep is by pulling the covers tight around my head and covering my throat with my forearm, an illusion of safety, to be sure, but an effective one. My dozing is breached for a moment when Melody reaches behind her, grabs my hand, and wraps it around her waist, pulling the two of us closer together.
 
   


 
   
 
  





12-25-04, SATURDAY
 
    
 
   Consciousness drifts in like waves carrying a bottle to shore; the surf breaks on the beach, and then slowly withdraws to sea until the waters of sleep retreat behind me. True to the form of my college days, my night’s recuperation has left my eyes aching in a sure sign that I’ve exceeded my necessary sleep interval, but my lower back feels like a stone was grinded into my muscles and left to fester while my stomach screams that I’ve never been hungrier in my life.
 
   It takes me a moment to realize that I might have been drawn from unconsciousness by the smell of bacon. It has been literally months since it graced my nostrils, and it’s being accompanied by the scent of sweet baked goods. Led by my nose, I groggily transit the upstairs hallway to find the stairwell doors propped open, assuring that the aroma leads to the cafeteria. By the sound outside the open doors, everyone else must already be inside. I spot a fully lit Menorah at the center of the main table, surrounded by nearly the entire group.
 
   When I am noticed, a few excited cheers are followed by a round of applause, and this is the first point at which I assume I must be dreaming. However, once Rich offers me a seat, my sense of tactition takes precedence and forces me into the supposition that this must be real. I take a headcount and freeze when I notice that Rob has joined us at the table. Only Anderson, Karen, and Mursak are absent.
 
   Just as I make this observation, Karen and Mursak walk toward us from the kitchen carting trolleys full of food; a king’s ransom in beautiful French toast, syrups, butter, powdered sugar, orange juice, sausage, coffee, tea, and a heaping pile of thick-cut Applewood smoked bacon are laid out along the length of the table, and my recognition of the fact that this morning banquet is taking precedence over Zombies and the guilt of murder fails to sully my ability to muster a goofy smile.
 
   “Now…” Karen starts. “Some of you would like to say grace before we eat… and some would rather not. So we’re going to have a moment of silence to say thanks however we want.” Rob, Melody, Helen, Jimmy, and Jake all bow their heads quickly and the rest of us follow suit. I spend my minute suppressing my memory of last night and come to the realization that I might need to pretend that the whole ordeal was just a bad dream. Everyone lifts his or her head after enough time has passed, and Helen looks at Karen.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Karen.” She says warmly.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Everything… making food… taking care of us…”
 
    
 
   This is followed by everyone else in the group thanking Karen, who blushes.
 
    
 
   “And…” I open. “I’d just like to give a toast to Anderson… for a speedy recovery.”
 
   “Hear hear.” Rich offers earnestly. The group echoes him.
 
   “Alright, don’t let it get cold, dig in!” Mursak chimes.
 
    
 
   I quickly grab several pieces of French toast, a handful of bacon, powdered sugar, my favored syrup, and proceed to oblige the cooks by devouring my food. “This is a real feast!” Jimmy says merrily. I watch him enthusiastically shove food in his face for a moment before deciding it’s more important to concentrate on enjoying my meal.
 
   The conversations at the table are delightfully perfunctory; the entire group seems at ease hearing each other’s stories, marveling at the food, reminiscing fondly about past holidays, and generally engaging in a variety of chatter we have hitherto avoided. Helen finishes before the rest of the group and excuses herself to check on Anderson, whose condition hasn’t changed, before she returns to the security office. After last night, the importance of keeping watch has increased to an all-time high.
 
   As the meal winds down, I notice Karen talking to Rob, who seems both mentally present and even somewhat jovial. Once he’s finished his food, Karen stands up. “Everyone… Rob has something he’d like to say.” As Rob rises, I stare him down. Nothing could ruin the breakfast I just had, but I have a feeling this is going to be as close as it gets. He smiles and makes his way to the head of the table, where he waits until everyone is quiet. His eyes look clear for the first time, and he appears to have gained a little more weight. When he speaks, there’s much less strain in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Everyone… uh…” He sighs with a big smile. “I know how hard it must’ve been the past few weeks. I’ve done some terrible things… but that’s all over. I’ve been sober for two months now…”
 
    
 
   He glances at me as the group gives him a modest applause.
 
    
 
   “I feel good… no… I feel great. And every day I thank God for putting me in your care. If it weren’t for you, I don’t know where I’d be. And I’m grateful for that. I know… that some of you aren’t religious… but you’re all virtuous people. Every one of you. These past few months… we’ve all sinned… but we do it… we’ve done it to help each other… and it’s a virtuous path…”
 
    
 
   I’m not sure if he knows where he’s going with this, and I’m positive that I don’t care.
 
    
 
   “I’m certain… that God is with us. Watching over us, protecting us… it is through him that I stand here today. And though I am grateful, I also find myself at a loss. I am in God’s debt as I am in yours. Though I may never be able to repay you, I would like to try apologizing. Rich… we had a theological discussion a few months ago… and I wasn’t listening to you… or respecting your motives. I thought you resentful, and I want you to know that I’m sorry. You are one of the bravest, brightest, most intelligent souls I’ve ever encountered.”
 
    
 
   He turns to me.
 
    
 
   “Jeff… I owe you my life. Not because you saved mine, but because I nearly… took yours. I retaliated when you tried to help me, and I make no excuses. With your patience and tolerance, I’m now a better person. Jeff, I’m sorry, and though I don’t deserve your forgiveness, I hope I can someday earn it. If John were here… when he was restraining me, I insulted his service to our country. His selfless dedication often goes without recognition, but it is never in vain, and for that, we will forever be in his debt as well. I’m sorry to him, and I will apologize to him when it is appropriate.”
 
    
 
   How much longer can this continue? As he rambles on, I steal a glance at Mursak to see that he may be even less interested in this raft of bullshit.
 
    
 
   “And Karen… from the moment of my hysteria until this morning, you have been a pillar of strength. I… sought to victimize your resolution, to test it… I would have done whatever it took to get you to bend to my will, but you resisted me. Your compassion is worthy of sainthood. I’m sorry for hurting you, insulting you, and trying to take advantage of you. And I will be forever grateful for your loving care. It’s Christmas… and my gift to you… all of you… is my sobriety, fidelity, and my solemn oath that I will do everything I can to repay you. I… that’s it…”
 
    
 
   He scoffs with another shit-eating smile as the assembly applauds him except me, and he takes his seat as everyone finishes up. Rich, Jake and I volunteer to take care of the dishes, and when we’ve finished I pour myself another cup of tea to enjoy before we unite with the group at the foot of the Christmas tree. As I approach, I hear someone mumble something about wanting to hear music. Taking this as a cue, I take a few quick steps forward.
 
   “Melody… under the tree there’s a white square with your name on it…” No one in the group objects, and she quickly frees the CD from its wrapping. Her elation is palpable. Still holding the jewel case, she jogs over, wraps one arm around my shoulder for a hug, and kisses me on the cheek. She thanks me quietly, and before I can respond, she darts off to the CD player. 
 
   A choral and orchestral version of O Come All Ye Faithful trumpets from the boom box speakers as the buoyant conversation continues. I overhear Rich telling Rob that some of the toys previously collected for Elena would be given to Jimmy instead. As I watch Karen hand out the gifts, something strikes me.
 
    
 
   “Karen… Karen?” I have her attention. “You ever heard of Boxing Day?”
 
   “Of course…”
 
   “You’ve done too much work today… well, every day… so tomorrow, you get the royal treatment.”
 
   “Aw, you don’t have to do that…”
 
   “No, I insist… and so does everyone else.”
 
    
 
   Exultant approval surges forth from the rest of the group as Karen blushes.
 
    
 
   “Then it’s settled… tonight we move Rich and Karen into their bridal suite, and tomorrow it’s breakfast in bed.”
 
   “Wait, they didn’t get married…” Melody starts. “You guys aren’t married…?”
 
   “Well… no…” Rich scoffs. “But-I… we…”
 
   “We’re together.” Karen affirms with a smile.
 
   “And it’s only fitting that you get your own room. We’ll help you furnish it.”
 
   “How?” Rich asks.
 
   “Well, you guys were the worst kept secret since Area 51… so a few weeks ago, Anderson and I got you two a king mattress and matching sheets for Christmas.”
 
    
 
   Neither of them can restrain their smiles. Karen, with her hand perched over her mouth, walks to the tree and hands me a present. I quietly thank her, and she hugs me without provocation. “Jeff… would you do the honors?” I take this to mean that I’m supposed to open the next gift. I’ve always loved unwrapping presents, but I constantly feel I’m under pressure to emote my surprise and approval, which I find unfathomably taxing. I fleece open the paper to find a heavy, non-descript looking jewelry box. I lift the lid, and for once, I don’t have to feign approval. It’s a steel trench knife, complete with a knuckle duster grip and a spiked blade.
 
    
 
   “Are you kidding me?! Where did you get this?”
 
   “Made it…” Rich offers. “You were going on about how that book said they were the perfect Zombie weapon. I took some metal shop classes in high school and got the hang of it… we’ve got lots of spare steel, so I figured I’d give it a go… that’s just a prototype though.”
 
   “How long does it take to make one?”
 
   “I made a mold off that one, so as long as the steel holds out…”
 
   “Jesus… Rich… thank you… I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “You’re welcome! Just let me know how it works.”
 
   “I will…” When I look up, I find that I am the center of attention. “So… my gift for all of you… well, it’s not something I can give you, it’s something I have to show you. And depending on the weather, I’ll show you tonight.”
 
   “It’s good.” Melody confirms, shooting me a smile.
 
    
 
   The ceremony continues while I have a seat and observe. The music colors my perception, and perhaps it was the breakfast, or the sea of smiles, or the convivial chatter, but it’s hard to feel anything other than warmth and contentment. In the past, I’ve been critical of the holidays, deriding them as a commercial engine and an excuse for the adult members of any given family to pool their children for collective care while they tie one on before sobering up and driving home.
 
   For the first time in my life, I get it. Perhaps it took being removed from family obligations that fill us with dread or ennui to distill a feeling that we can be happy and love each other today. The gifts aren’t important. When I’ve felt pressure to approve of a gift, it’s because I know how exposed I’ve felt giving someone an unwanted one. It feels awful to miss the mark. And they feel awful for you. But the gift doesn’t matter. It’s the thought that counts.
 
   While I entertain myself with this notion, the gift exchanges continue. I recognize the first few notes of O Holy Night as Rich approaches me with another present, this one wrapped in newspaper and duct tape.
 
    
 
   “This has to be from Anderson.”
 
   “How’d you know?” Rich asks.
 
   “The wrapping.”
 
    
 
   Rich smiles and hands it over. I fleece open the business section to find a picture frame containing an image of my mom, my dad, my brother and me, all arm-in-arm, from last Christmas. I look at our faces in stunned silence as I remember that dinner; roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, baked potatoes, and asparagus. Christmas crackers with paper hats and trinkets. Figgy pudding doused in brandy and set on fire with the lights dimmed. I had three White Russians. My brother gave me the Alien Quadrilogy on DVD.
 
   I don’t know if the music pushes me over the edge, but I instantly break down into tears. I can’t even move to excuse myself to the bathroom as I fall off my seat and descend into manic sobs. The pain in my back and tingling of my limbs creates a malaise I hadn’t anticipated. I partially wish I could give up and die in this miserable, lonely moment, but then Rich wraps his arms around me. Then Karen. Then Melody. Then Mursak, Rob, Ally, Elena, Jimmy, and Jake. Not one of them utters a syllable intended to comfort me. Aside from Mursak and Elena, I’ve known these people for two months, but they knew not to say anything. This moment will be with me forever.
 
   After another hour or so of enjoying the holiday cheer, it’s back to work. Karen again inspects my bruise, finding a bull’s-eye of dark, tender skin on my lower back. Following a host of questions, she deems it unlikely that I have internal bleeding, damaged organs, or cracked ribs, but insists on another checkup. Rich and I see to our firearms; fortunately, the bullet that struck my Winchester’s forestock caught wood, making it only slightly less comfortable to hold and no less functional. We now have two M-16s and three magazines between them; one is empty, one is full, and the other has about ten rounds left. As we tally the weapons, I bank on Rich not noticing that my Colt is missing and succeed.
 
   On the way back to my room, the PA crackles to life and my heart begins throbbing in my chest, but the announcement is merely Helen stating that Ally wants to see me in her ‘office’, which I assume to be the isolated computer room in the technology wing. I brush my teeth, take my pills, get dressed, and head to the first floor. On my way down the steps attached to the breezeway, I notice Jake with his head pressed against one of the windows overlooking the courtyard. I consider stopping in to say something, but he seems to be at peace.
 
   Once in Ally’s ‘office’, I take a seat and she gets right down to psychoanalyzing me, which is uncomfortable when it’s this obvious. She tells me vaguely of conversations she’s had with Rich, Mursak, and Helen over the past twelve hours concerning our successful rescue by way of relaxing me, but it doesn’t work. Throughout the affair, I feel tense and stand-offish, condescended to and irritated by her attempts at subtlety when she brings up the subject of killing people out of perceived necessity. It takes all of my will not to lash out.
 
   At some point, I stop listening and find it difficult to avoid the conclusion that this is all bullshit. Of course I feel like I had to kill those men, is that somehow supposed to make me feel better about doing it? I don’t feel as awful as she thinks I do, which is likely as awful as I probably should, but this isn’t Zoobilee Zoo; the sooner she realizes that yesterday’s episode wasn’t a ginned up morality tale resulting in a lesson designed for an infant to digest in one sitting, the less likely I’ll be to shout at her until she cries.
 
   It had occurred to me that the only repercussions of killing a person are internal at this point; no one’s going to come knocking on the school door asking questions about the bodies at DC cubed, and no one here is going to treat me any differently. It’s all down to how I feel about it, and nothing she says is going to change that. If I’d accidentally killed my roommate at college I’d be a puddle of remorse, but, to date, I’ve shepherded Don Baker into the beyond, spent a few hours with Julia before she willingly marched into the unknown, beat the corpse of John Squared into the nether, and listened to my brother’s final terrified wails.
 
   What’s sure to prey on my mind is the second guy I killed grabbing his neck and pushing me away. The look on his face was more injurious confusion than it was fear or anger; he simply didn’t understand what had just happened or why, and he probably didn’t see futility until after I’d removed his head. What a horrifying concept. He probably felt the blade separate his neck as a rush on par with a convulsive cough, and then observed a spiral of vision as he spun toward the ground.
 
   I can’t remember anything I’ve said, but Ally smiles as I leave, so I at least gave her the impression that she’s done a good job. I head up to medlab to get a look at Anderson, but on my way the PA stops me yet again; there are apparently at least ten Zombies near the front lawn. With Alpha team woefully understaffed, I rush to the flank and observe as Beta kills our would-be assailants without difficulty before carting them off to the pool. As I watch them unfurl the theatre curtains used for transit, I feel a pang of disappointment that I didn’t get to try out my trench knife prototype.
 
   Beta team finishes up without attracting anymore of the undead, so I make my way to Anderson. I enter the room to find him limp and unattended, hooked up to an IV as his chest mechanically heaves up and down, leaving his lungs empty for a few seconds before repeating the cycle. Drawing closer introduces me to an olfactory nightmare of toxic breath and old sweat, forcing me to cover my mouth and nose with my t-shirt when I pull a chair up to look at him.
 
   I expect myself to be angry at his disquieting state, but it’s more depressing than I expected. I’ve seen him sleep before, but since he’s joined the Guard, there’s always been something resembling tension in his joints, as if he were able to control his muscles subconsciously. Now, he’s a rag doll, his bushy brown mane greasy with perspiration, his proud, distinguished nose leaking snot into his beard. The more I watch him, the more I suspect that he’s about to wake up. He doesn’t.
 
   A half hour passes before Mursak quietly joins me. He doesn’t say anything when he enters, grabbing one of the classroom chairs and dragging it noisily across the floor toward me. Mursak lets out a nauseated cough as he covers his nose and mouth with a flannel shirt. The humor fades quickly, leaving me to wonder what good I’m doing here, if any. I’d like to be here when Anderson wakes up, of course, but we have no idea when that might be.
 
   My thoughts drift until they center on the fact that there is no comfortable position for me to sit without making my back feel like it’s going to snap and fold me over. As I stand, I attempt to exit with as little sound as possible for a reason I can’t fully explain. Mursak stops me before I can get to the door.
 
    
 
   “Grey… what do you think about Rob?”
 
   “…seriously?”
 
   “Good. I don’t trust him either.”
 
    
 
   I rest my back on the chalkboard.
 
    
 
   “Any reason?” I ask.
 
   “He’s an addict.”
 
   “Yeah…?”
 
   “My cousin Mark was.” Mursak continues. “He, uh… used to steal from my parents. Apologized when my uncle caught him… said he bought back what he’d sold, and gave us some of the things that’d been missing… earned our trust… and did it again. He said he was sorry… and that’s when I saw it… same thing I saw in his eyes the first time he apologized, only now I recognized it… he was full of shit. So full of shit he made himself believe it. I don’t like to pass judgment… but Rob’s full of it.”
 
    
 
   I can’t stifle a snicker before responding.
 
    
 
   “I told you about that girl in the community center?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “He would’ve shot me if he could…” I continue. “I was lucky. I’m starting to think she wasn’t.”
 
   “Can we prove it?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She still there?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   He shrugs his eyebrows.
 
    
 
   “…you wanna go out there?”
 
   “Why not?” Mursak continues.
 
   “Because… I don’t know… it’s an unnecessary risk…?”
 
   “Unnecessary? Grey, he tried to kill you, he may have killed this girl… you really wanna see if he does it again?”
 
   “No… I don’t.”
 
   “So… we make an excuse… we had two helicopters fly in yesterday, and there were a dozen Zombies outside today. That connection isn’t a stretch. You volunteer, we go to the community center tomorrow.”
 
   “You remember how we left it.” I swallow. “You sure that’s wise?”
 
   “For once, I’m really not in the mood to debate this.” Mursak asserts. “Do you, or don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, I do…”
 
   “Tomorrow, then, if they accept?”
 
   “If I can talk Rich into it.”
 
    
 
   He nods and gets up, making his exit quicker than I expected. I steal one last long glance at Anderson, make for the door, and then head to the cafeteria where I find Rich conducting an AAR with Beta team. Deciding against interrupting, I sneak into the kitchen from the back to get a look at our water cache; between the recently purified and replenished ‘disaster’ reserves, the basement supply, and our refilled plastic bottles, there’s nothing to see but a well-kept stockpile.
 
   Though Karen is busy, I know she’d tell me I should lie down and ice my back, so I collect an ice pack and head back to my room where I’m surprised to find Melody folding her sleeping clothes on the bed. She barely acknowledges me as I enter and lay myself out. With the ice pack perched just above my hipbone, I watch her stare out the courtyard window for a long time. “Jeff…” The sound of my name obliterates the silence as I attempt to mask my surprise. I hum to indicate my arrested attention.
 
    
 
   “Mind if I sleep here a while?” She asks.
 
   “…of course not.”
 
   “…thanks.”
 
   “…Melody…”
 
   “Mel. Just Mel.”
 
   “Mel… you want to talk about what happened?”
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   She continues staring out the window and sighs shortly after I remove the icepack.
 
    
 
   “Ally said I shouldn’t.” Mel starts.
 
   “Shouldn’t what?”
 
   “Stay here.”
 
   “Stay here?”
 
   “With you, ya know?”
 
   “Oh…” I reply. “Anything in particular she said?”
 
   “Nothin’ I wanna repeat. I just… I feel better, ya know, having someone else in the room. Y’know, safer?”
 
    
 
   In the intervening silence, I think hard on what I could or should say. How does she feel about her capture? What happened to her? Was it bad enough that she wanted those men dead? Clearly she doesn’t think of me as a monster because she’s willing to spend her evenings in a bed next to me, but is it merely because I’m a safer substitute than the alternative?
 
   After twenty minutes or so, I re-apply the ice pack and again recognize Mel’s presence in the room, identifying the frozen relief of her face as one of quiet desperation. I can empathize. As I have so many times in my own life, I can feel her replaying moments of her ordeal to almost injurious levels of repetition, imagining different outcomes if she’d changed so much as the position of her hair, restarting the scenarios constantly when she imagines new variables, all of which lead nowhere.
 
    
 
   “Jake tell you about his funeral songs?” Mel asks suddenly.
 
   “Uh, yeah…?”
 
   “What’s yours?”
 
   “Haven’t decided.” I groan. “You?”
 
   “I, uh… no… not… really…”
 
   “…why do I get the feeling you have?” I ask.
 
   “Because, ah…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “…promise not to laugh?” She sighs.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Heartbeats. By The Knife.” She says finally.
 
   “Don’t know it… why would I laugh?”
 
   “I played it for my friends once… they said it was stupid… I told them John put it on a mix for me… they were like ‘oh, that explains it’. So… I never played it for anyone else… I guess it is stupid…”
 
   “Don’t say that. It meant something to you. It matters.”
 
    
 
   She nods silently and eventually smiles. After another twenty minutes, I again remove the icepack and attempt to lie on my back, a maneuver that only elicits a rumble of pain I can’t help but vocalize, and shortly thereafter Mel leaves the room. I find myself drifting off when the clarion call of my vibrating phone painfully rouses me to my feet. It’s Alan.
 
    
 
   “Alan… been a while. Merry Christmas.”
 
   “Uh, eh… you too…”
 
   “How’re things?”
 
   “Eh… not great… we, uh… lost another one…”
 
   “Shit…” I have a seat on the bed. “What happened…?”
 
   “We went to pick up some clothes at the Nittany Mall… figured we needed to get out before we got snowed in…”
 
   “Uh huh…” I mumble, switching the phone to my other ear.
 
   “Didn’t get the full story… but I think he… Dan, uh, Nick’s roommate… uh… I think he got distracted or something… got bitten.”
 
   “Oh no… the TechNoir guy?”
 
   “Yeah… on the way home… we uh… uh… we stopped and uh… someone… someone…”
 
   “…shot him?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   I think I read his hesitance.
 
    
 
   “I take it Dan didn’t go willingly?”
 
   “Nah…”
 
   “Someone insisted?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “The person who insisted… are they nearby?”
 
   “Uh, yeah… relatively… I guess…”
 
   “So Dan didn’t agree to get out of the car… was there a fight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “More of an execution than a mercy kill?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “…was it Nick who pulled the trigger?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   The moment of silence that follows is uncomfortable for both of us. I can’t stop myself from contrasting this update with last night’s affair, but I wonder how an outside observer might characterize these events. With what little detail I’ve gleaned from Jack and Alan, Nick sounds like a psychopath to me, but who am I to judge after what I’ve done? Is Nick better or worse than I am? Or Rob? Unsure of how to continue posing yes-or-no questions, I switch topics.
 
    
 
   “So… how’s everyone else holding up?” I ask.
 
   “Not good… well, uh… we’ve got other… we’ve got a problem…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The water tastes bad.”
 
    
 
   Alan’s puerile assessment sends my mind spinning through the possibilities suggested by a change in the water sufficient to alter the taste. We’ve considered the likelihood of a water shortage or water contamination, but never actively thought out a scenario in which our supply would become poisoned in a manner that renders it useless. How long until their water starts causing health problems? Is the problem bacterial or viral, or has the water become contaminated with oil or some other mulishly harmful solvent? Is there any way they can fix it? “We might have to talk about you guys getting down here.” My utterance is as unexpected for me as I imagine it is for him.
 
    
 
   “…what?”
 
   “If there’s a problem with your water, there’s literally nothing either of us can do.”
 
   “So… what, then?”
 
   “Either find a way to filter it… or start figuring out a way to get down here.” I immediately regret the implications of that statement and attempt to deflect. “Anything else going on up there?”
 
   “Well… there’s still a lot of them in the streets… and, uh… I don’t know… we don’t know if there’s anyone else left.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “There were other people… in Penn State, I mean, and, uh…”
 
   “How many in your group?”
 
   “Eight.”
 
    
 
   I wish he hadn’t quoted that number; adding another eight people almost doubles our current complement, and the influx would represent a significant strain on our already dwindling resources. On the other hand, I couldn’t allow the possibility of eight people to whom I have tacit connections dying slowly from poisoned water and ultimately becoming undead themselves. Our water supply is in no immediate danger, and we clearly have the space to accommodate them, but I can’t imagine how dangerous any attempt to unite might be.
 
    
 
   “Okay…” I eventually sigh. “Take stock of everything and everyone… start thinking of stuff you’d need to make the trip down. And just in case… be ready to bring us a water sample.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Alan… be thorough. Vehicles, gas, weapons, emergency supplies… you need to be ready to travel cross country, get me?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Jack still okay?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s fine.”
 
   “Good… so, uh… just call me in a day or so.”
 
   “…alright.”
 
   “Later.”
 
    
 
   I hang up and feel a rush of panic as I imagine talking this over with Rich. I guarantee he’ll agree to a link up on principle, but I can imagine he’s going to beat me senseless over the details. The most reasonable course of action would be meeting them halfway to reduce the risk on either side. I can’t imagine we’d be able to make it all the way up and back in one piece, but since I promised to make up for what happened with Dory, I owe it to them to try.
 
   I pick up the icepack again to find it warm and gooey, so I return it to the cafeteria freezer and take some ibuprofen. On my way back, I spot Rob in the hallway, so I do my best to avoid coming within twenty feet of him and end up taking the longest possible route back to my room, deciding on the way that I’d like another shower. I gather my belongings and take care of all my bathroom necessaries before getting dressed. On the way back to my room, I notice a few people in the cafeteria, so once I’ve replaced my personal effects, I make my way back down to find Rich, Mel, and Ally, picking up on their conversation before I enter.
 
    
 
   “…but it’s important that we deal with these things…” Ally continues. “We’ve only had Jimmy a few days now and I haven’t heard anyone talk about what happened to his mother.”
 
   “Why would we?” Mel asks, obviously irritated.
 
   “It’s a traumatic event, ergo it shapes our collective future. Even though everyone deals with it differently… I just want to make sure we’re managing our emotions. Especially Jimmy.”
 
   “He doesn’t know.”
 
   “He knows his mother is gone. If we all pretend it didn’t happen, it’ll have devastating repercussions on him moving forward. But we’re not just talking about him… what happened last night…”
 
   “Ugh, this again…” Mel scoffs.
 
   “…what happened last night affects all of us. We need to manage our emotions… to talk about it… because the longer we avoid it, the more damage it does. We need to come to believe that no one here is responsible, nor is our situation.”
 
   “How is it not responsible?”
 
   “I meant our living situation. It’s going to get worse before it gets better, and as if we aren’t in enough danger, imagine the risks engendered by untreated trauma; depression, insomnia, panic attacks, attempts at self-medication, or worse… we’re already skirting cabin fever, seasonal affective disorder, survivor’s guilt, and it’s safe to assume we’re all suffering from PTSD… if we deal with it now, we can better manage the impact… maybe even reduce it enough to make a positive difference. In essence, we have it easy now, and if we assume this episode reaches a positive conclusion, we can all come out ahead of the curve.”
 
   “A positive…” Mel starts, exasperated. “The only ‘positive conclusion’ is dying a quick, painless death…”
 
   “She’s not wrong…” I interject, startling Ally in what appears to be a successful evasion from shattering her illusion that this too shall pass. “I think the day after might be a bit too soon to start, though.”
 
   “Jeff… you scared me.” Ally begins. “And I don’t think you’re in a position to judge that.”
 
   “I may not be.” I continue, sitting down. “I’m not a psychologist… and I’m as affected as the next person. But today’s Christmas. If it gives us a chance to unwind a bit… so much the better. Today, I think, we can take a break from our problems. There’s some value in that. We can get back to work tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m not sure that follows…”
 
   “Rich?”
 
   “Seconded.” He affirms as Ally glances at both of us.
 
   “I’m not sure either of you is in a position…”
 
   “Ally…” Rich soothes. “You’re right, he’s not a psychologist… all the same, we’ve been trying to make decisions that are best for everyone…”
 
   “But…”
 
   “You know how people react when something like this is forced on them…” Rich asserts, raising his voice just enough to seem threatening. “Let’s avoid that, eh? We’ll discuss this as a group and put everyone at ease. Surely you’d rather have a group of patients…”
 
   “Analysands.” Ally interrupts.
 
   “Whatever… a group of people who want to be helped. Right?”
 
   “I suppose… but…”
 
   “So, tomorrow then?” Rich continues, uninhibited. “After breakfast you, myself, and Jeff here get together and talk about how to tackle this as a group.”
 
   “I’m good with that.” I agree.
 
   “Alright…” Ally sighs.
 
   “Rich… me and Mursak were talking…” I continue. “We got a pretty big wave today…”
 
   “Most I’ve seen since the big one.”
 
   “Right… I was thinking about taking the cart out to have a look.”
 
   “…now!?”
 
   “Of course not. Just… with all the shooting and the helicopters… might be smart to see what’s coming. I was thinking about a mile in each direction, maybe less. No engagement… just so we can paint a picture of the worst possible scenario.”
 
   “Seconded.” Rich adds thoughtfully. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   “That… might not be a good idea…” I should have been better prepared for that suggestion.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well… with Anderson out of commission…” I silently applaud myself for that bit of tap dancing.
 
   “Right, right…” Rich moans. “Well, you’re the spotter on Alpha, Mursak’s the spotter on Beta, so who takes his place?”
 
   “Oh, duh… well, Alpha’s not going anywhere without Anderson… Jake’ll do it.”
 
   “If I ask him.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “I’ll come with.” Mel offers.
 
   “Two’s plenty… we’ll keep our squawk boxes on.” I add, noticing a pointed glance from Ally. “Besides, Gamma’s gonna be on standby.”
 
   “Then I guess I’m sittin’ around with my thumb up my ass.”
 
    
 
   Mel claps her hands on the table, pushes herself up, and heads for the door while the rest of us watch.
 
    
 
   “What’s eating her?” Rich asks.
 
   “You seriously have to ask?” Ally sneers, her calm facade disintegrating as she stands up. “After last night? That’s just maladaptive coping…”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “She’s avoiding the situation…”
 
   “…Ally, you haven’t been here long enough…” I start.
 
   “That’s an understatement…” Rich continues. “She’s always acting like that.”
 
   “That’s what I was getting at.” Ally stresses. “She hasn’t been coping with this from the beginning… and it’s just…”
 
   “Ally…” I interrupt. “You misunderstand. I went to high school with her for three years. She’s always been like that.”
 
   “…like that?”
 
   “Absolutely. If you don’t believe me ask… ask Jake, or Mursak.”
 
    
 
   Ally settles back into her seat thoughtfully. “C-…” She stops herself after a single syllable, exhaling as she stares into the table.
 
    
 
   “So… when she wrung her shirt out in front of everyone…” Ally continues.
 
   “Well… she’d never done that before…” Rich offers.
 
   “Well, yeah…” I interject. “One time we were alone on the roof and she unzipped my fly.”
 
   “…really ?”
 
   “Yeah, really… why?”
 
   “I just… uhh…”
 
    
 
   Ally leaps up, and her meandering exit from the cafeteria is as long as it is unspectacular. Once she makes it through the door, Rich unleashes a derisive snort. Sensing an opportunity to cut off a series of comments I’d like to avoid, I seize the moment.
 
    
 
   “So… I was talking to my friend Alan at Penn State.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “He thinks the water is contaminated.”
 
    
 
   Rich takes a moment to process this.
 
    
 
   “Jesus…” Rich sighs. “What are they gonna do?”
 
   “I dunno… how long can you last without clean water?”
 
   “What’s ‘clean’?”
 
   “Potable.”
 
   “…what?”
 
   “Potable…” I repeat. “They have to be able to drink it.”
 
   “Obviously…” Rich snaps. “It depends on a lot. What kind of food and drinks they have, how they ration it, how much they’re exerting themselves… they could hold out awhile. What are their reserves like?”
 
   “I dunno.”
 
   “Do they have bottled water? Have they been bottling tap water?”
 
   “I dunno.”
 
   “Jeff…” Rich groans. “You’ve gotta ask those…”
 
   “I know…” I interrupt. “Just give me a straight answer… assume the worst case scenario, where they don’t have anything else.”
 
   “Did he say what’s wrong with the water?”
 
   “It tastes bad.”
 
   “Does it smell?”
 
   “Rich, I’m on the phone with him for five minutes and he’s telling me one of his friends killed someone else in his group, I didn’t ask…”
 
   “Oh, shit…” Rich mutters. “It’s falling apart.”
 
    
 
   This grim assessment freezes my boiling temper.
 
    
 
   “Alan didn’t sound like he was panicking…” I start quietly. “So it can’t be that bad yet.”
 
   “They’ve got a week. Two at the most. After that they might as well be drawing straws.”
 
   “…we can’t just let ‘em die.”
 
   “Yeah… yeah…”
 
   “I told Alan… we’d think about bringin’ ‘em down.”
 
    
 
   I expect Rich to fly off the handle, but he instead lets out a huge sigh before responding.
 
    
 
   “Alright… we’ll start by talking about it. What’s the best way?”
 
   “Meet ‘em halfway? Reduces the risks for both of us.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “If we make it halfway, we know there’s a safe way back.”
 
   “Yeah… check the maps… let’s have a proposal by Wednesday.”
 
   “Sounds good…”
 
    
 
   I stand up, feeling as though the conversation has reached a natural stopping point. Rich disabuses me of this.
 
    
 
   “Hey… you holdin’ up alright?”
 
   “More or less…” I offer. “You?”
 
   “Been thinkin’ about last night.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
    
 
   Yeah. As soon as I say it, I consider what the one-word response is intended to address: killing a half-dozen people. The mere concept feels as though it should incur remorse, but I still don’t feel like I did the wrong thing. Perhaps the deaths of Julia and my brother sapped me dry. Rich looks at me as though he wants to continue, but it seems that my one word was the last one. After an appreciable silence, I exit the cafeteria and return to my room.
 
   Once there, I find myself waiting until the sky turns dark. The absence of the sun in winter feels as damning to the senses as the vastness of space; visibility is sacrificed for a clarity so divine it borders on spiritual. Since most of the lights have gone out, the sky is awash with a flawless expanse of stars, so much so that the densely packed band of our galaxy now glitters across the middle of the heavens. Seeing this as a perfect opportunity to offer my Christmas gift, I make use of the security office for an announcement intended to draw all who are interested up to the observatory in precisely twenty minutes. I use the delay to relocate and focus on Uranus.
 
   Having already seen my gift, Mel offers to take the security post and check up on the kids, both of whom are sleeping. Having practiced it beforehand, I give them the same induction I shared with Mel and entreat them to share the lens. Rich, Jake, Rob, Mursak, and Ally are all enraptured, with Jake and Ally being moved to tears. Karen seems too distracted to enjoy herself and exits quickly, while Helen seems to find the gift unimpressive, referring to the astronomical display of a pale blue orb as impotent. Greased by Rich’s incisive application of vodka, I ignore her declarations and focus on the positives.
 
   After an hour or so, we all help Rich and Karen move the king bed into room 222. The only downside to this room is the broken glass from the night we first escaped the high school, so we replace the shattered pane with cardboard on either side and carefully seal it with gray tape. Once we’ve furnished the bed with sheets, pillows, and a comforter, we help them move their essential supplies into the room and say goodnight, expecting to ignore any sounds of struggle.
 
   The group breaks up and goes their separate ways. Mel ends up back in my room again, this time bringing every change of clothes she possesses. I consider probing her about this arrangement, but I can’t work up the courage despite the alcohol coursing through my veins. Before retiring to bed, I look at my call history to see what time Alan rang and find, to my surprise, that I attempted to call everyone I presumed was dead during the evening of my breakdown. I have only the vaguest recollection of this.
 
   Content to shrug it off, I join Mel in bed. As we lay quietly next to each other, I consider how stupid it was to drink tonight, and how it would be foolish to do so again. Trapped in this thought, I find myself staring at the door. I’m sure I locked it, but if some intruder entered during the night, there’s no guarantee I’d be awake enough to anticipate an attack or manage to take arms before it began. I pull the covers up around my head and again drape my arm over my neck. Before I pass out, I manage to temper my own fear and admonishments by the fact that today is Christmas.
 
   


 
   
 
  



12-26-04, SUNDAY
 
    
 
   My first waking thought concerns the fact that I’m sharing my bed. I turn over to see Mel sleeping soundly, glance at the locked door, and roll over to continue sleeping, but not before draping my forearm over my neck once more.
 
    
 
   When I wake again, I have a lot of difficulty interpreting the sound that claps me back into consciousness. Finally, I manage to hone my battered mind to the point where I can identify knocking at my door. Considering verbal affirmation useless, I get up and hiss at the Gordian knot of nerve endings screaming in my lower back, jaunting over to find Mursak on the other side. “We’re under attack…” I start undressing before he can get another word out and have myself in suitable clothes just seconds later.
 
   Mursak looks past me to see Mel in my bed and steps away, but not before drawing conclusions that are at least premature and more than likely patently false. “Meet me in the armory.” I say, just forcefully enough to get him going before returning to the bed. “Mel…” I say softly, grabbing my pistol from beneath my pillow. She rolls over and wrenches her eyes open. “Gamma’s on deck. Get ready.” She launches herself out of bed and starts grabbing a change of clothes as well. Mursak and I silently arm ourselves to avoid waking Jimmy or Elena, both of whom are being observed by Karen, and exit just as Mel enters.
 
    
 
   “What’s the story?” I ask.
 
   “About fifteen in all…”
 
   “Zombies, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mursak mutters.
 
   “And Beta can’t handle it?”
 
   “Rich wants you and me ready to move as soon as we’re clear.”
 
   “Oh, okay…”
 
    
 
   We arrive at the gate and exit to hear the familiar sounds of carnage; more specifically, the sound of melee weapons rending flesh and bone, accompanied as always by the lingering scent of the undead. By the time I’ve finished readjusting to the smell, the fifteen undead intruders are all finished off on the lawn, and I failed to get a chance to test my trench knife. After the always unpleasant tradition of clearing the bodies off the lawn, we repair to the cafeteria for some much needed vittles. I instruct Rich to go upstairs with Karen and await our delivery of a morning repast, as per yesterday’s promise.
 
   Mursak, who has been practicing his espresso technique, processes some coffee beans with a hand-crank grinder taken from a box of kitchen supplies in my family’s garage, a score he received for Christmas when Anderson grabbed the picture of my family. Ally makes pancakes with some Canadian maple syrup while I prepare English muffins with cream cheese and blackberry jam. Jake heats up the remainder of yesterday’s bacon and sausage, and once the remaining condiments and amenities are arranged, we deliver breakfast in bed on some unwieldy lunch trays.
 
   Rich and Karen, both in repose, smile broadly as we attend to their needs. Rich has apparently never tried cream cheese and blackberry jam on an English muffin and ends up shocked at the taste sensation. While taking another rapturous bite, he informs us that he intends to replace the tires on the bus before constructing concrete obstacles in the hallway near the gate for better cover. I insist that he relax and enjoy his breakfast first. Before we leave, Karen tells us that Rob, while watching an endless repeat of the previous news report, caught wind of a forthcoming live broadcast set for 8:00pm tonight.
 
   Once we’ve left Karen and Rich to their devices, Mursak reasons that our set objective entitles us to the use of ibuprofen to aid our recovery. Ignoring his rationing insanity, we take the pills and split up to make sure our survival packs are up to snuff. Trying to think like a detective, I grab mentholated cream, notebooks, and pens, the latter two being something the high school unsurprisingly has in surplus.
 
   Once ready, we put our radios on low and take the SUV out in two inches of snow, arriving at the community center in less than five minutes. As we exit the car, I look first at the small dusting of undead milling about the lacrosse field and decide they look too disinterested to warrant execution, so Mursak and I casually walk inside the community center, following the dark streaks of dried mud on the gymnasium floor to the locker room.
 
   “Here…” I offer Mursak the tub of mentholated cream after applying a generous portion under my nose. My mom used to swab me with this when I was getting a cold, and the husky aroma proves useful in abating the scent of a rotten corpse. Keeping my hand clenched around my katana, I slink down the corridor and turn into the main component of the locker room, slipping a toothpick in my mouth before I catch sight of the anticipated cadaver.
 
   Her body is in a depressing state of decomposition; a few insects scatter as we enter, leaving us to ponder the perforated skin, vestigial eyes, separated scalp, stained clothes, and visible bone structure. The blood stain on the wall has flaked into squares, giving the appearance of a riverbed caught in a drought. In spite of this sight, I’m most disturbed by my foolishness in ignoring the door immediately to her left; when I used to come here for recreation on Friday nights, that door was always sealed, so in my mind it simply became part of the wall. 
 
   I step over a cockroach and work the handle; the knob opens easily. Mursak glances cautiously into the dark hallway as my hand tightens around my katana. The silence and scent indicates that this passageway is free from the undead. “Well… my estimation of what happened just got thrown out the window.” Mursak nods, covering his mouth as he follows me through the offices into the back of the gymnasium.
 
    
 
   “Okay… where to begin…?”
 
   “Well…” Mursak sighs, pulling out his notepad. “Tell me how you found her.”
 
   “She was sitting there with a Glock in her hand, looked like a cop’s gun… she hadn’t been dead long… the shower’d been run, and the door was barricaded from the inside. I guess… I thought she was trapped and killed herself. But there weren’t any Zombies outside when we showed up, and now I know the door behind her was open.”
 
    
 
   I shake the handle of the door in question, pulling it open to reveal the unmarked wood on either side. “And not a scratch on it…” I mutter, walking past Mursak and around the corner to the main door. “This one’s scuffed up but good.” I return to the site of the body as Mursak writes on his pad.
 
    
 
   “So, let’s assume Rob killed her.” He says flatly. “He sticks the gun in her mouth, pulls the trigger… runs the shower, puts the gun in her hand, and barricades the one door to make it look like a standoff?”
 
   “But why the scratch marks?”
 
   “Maybe some got in.”
 
   “But, uh… I mean, people are always moving stuff in and out of here… tables, chairs, benches… maybe those scratches were already there?”
 
   “Inconclusive. What about the room you found him in? Any supplies in there?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If his story checks out, he had to be there for days… if there were two people, she may have left something behind.”
 
   “Good point…”
 
    
 
   After writing down what we’ve seen, Mursak and I head upstairs. The remnants of our last night here remain apparent; unmoved corpses, shattered glass, and muddy trudge marks on the otherwise clean floors create an echo of our circumstances, which are given a voice by the ominous whistling of cold air blowing through the fractured windows. Fortunately, the door that led to our discovery of Rob features a bullet hole that makes it stand out in a sea of monotonous wooden portals.
 
   Mursak and I walk inside to see a coffee machine, several Styrofoam cups, and granola bar wrappers. We both check the sinks, followed by the cabinets. “What’s this?” I turn to see Mursak holding up a large woven satchel. He dumps its contents on the floor, revealing a dozen pistol bullets, condoms, and a set of keys.
 
    
 
   “Where was that?” I ask.
 
   “Stuffed in a cabinet…”
 
   “Think it could be hers?”
 
   “You’d think the condoms would belong to an older girl, but the bullets… these look like police rounds to you?”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “If it’s her bag, why weren’t the bullets in the gun?” Mursak asks. “There was only one casing in the room, correct?”
 
   “I didn’t look for it, but I didn’t see any other gunshots. Is there a cell phone?”
 
    
 
   Mursak opens a side pouch and pulls one out.
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t make sense, unless… what if Rob’s in her call history?” I ask.
 
   “He doesn’t have a cell phone, remember?”
 
   “Damn. Is there a diary or something in there?”
 
   “Just a school agenda.”
 
    
 
   I motion for Mursak to throw it over to me and he does. I see the name Heather Garro written in the front, which doesn’t ring a bell. I leaf through the pages to find the words I have a boyfriend! written in big pink letters on Sunday the tenth, the day after the outbreak. “Got something here.” I say, tossing the book back over to him. He nods in agreement as we both stand up to survey the room.
 
    
 
   “So?” I ask.
 
   “Okay,” Mursak starts. “So we have no idea how much food the two of them could’ve gone through in the amount of time they were in here… and there are twelve bullets that might be the right size for the gun she was holding, right? Where’s the gun?”
 
   “I left it…”
 
    
 
   Both Mursak and I pause. “Someone didn’t take it?” Mursak utters just before I turn to the hall, flee down the steps, and ungracefully traverse the dark corridor of the gym offices back to the body; her hands are limp on the floor and there is no gun to be found. I irrationally move her hand with my boot, wincing at the pain in my back as I imagine that I didn’t actually see a gun. After some reflection, I realize there had to be one.
 
    
 
   “We checked the goddamn clip…” I say.
 
   “You put it back in her hand?”
 
   “No, Anderson put it down next to her.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive… I remember it…”
 
   “So, Glocks hold between fifteen and eighteen rounds, correct?” Mursak asks.
 
   “I think so?”
 
   “So we can assume she fired either three or six rounds.”
 
   “We can’t assume anything.” I start. “Who knows how many rounds were fired before she got the gun?”
 
   “Dammit… there wasn’t another clip in there?”
 
   “Just the bullets. Why?”
 
   “Well who do we think knows enough about guns to unload one, the suburban high school girl, or the conservative heroin addict?”
 
   “Jeez… well when’d he take them out?”
 
   “Huh…” Mursak nods thoughtfully before starting to write. “If he emptied the clip before she died, there was intent. If he emptied it after, he was in the room after she died, which means he lied. There’d be no reason for her to empty it.”
 
   “Man am I glad you’re here.” I say, writing his assertion down. “Okay, well… we both agree that it’s fair to say he’d be the more likely person to unload it…”
 
   “And the gun is missing.” Mursak states. “I didn’t take it, and you didn’t take it… did Anderson?”
 
   “No way, he was too freaked out. And we haven’t been back.”
 
   “So we have to ask everyone if they know where the gun is.”
 
   “What is this, Clue? That’s not very subtle. Besides, what’s the motive?”
 
   “Well…” Mursak starts. “New boyfriend after the crisis started, she was getting close to him… maybe she found out about his habit and tried to do what you did successfully.”
 
   “But killing your girlfriend?”
 
    
 
   I can tell I caught him flatfooted. I find the casing for the expended round and locate only one hole in the brick, appropriately placed dead center at the top of the blood streak. Mursak takes a moment to compose his thoughts, so I take over.
 
    
 
   “There’s probably some truth to his story about meeting her. After the first night, they’re together. So, it was either a day or two after that when it happens. So, he gets her in the locker room…”
 
   “How many Zombies were in the building when you got here?”
 
   “…I don’t remember.” I reply.
 
    
 
   We both look at each other for a few seconds, trying to come up with other ideas.
 
    
 
   “So, when Rob tried to shoot you, he went nuts all at once, right?” Mursak asks. “Like, when you caught him, he tried to shoot you immediately? What if it wasn’t premeditated?”
 
   “Yeah… yeah… but on the drug angle, who’s to say they weren’t using together? We can’t exactly check her arms for track marks.”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “I guess not… okay, so… he takes the bullets afterward… why?”
 
   “…make it look like a suicide?”
 
   “…how does that follow?”
 
   “I don’t know… don’t you think you’d hang on if you had more than one bullet left?”
 
    
 
   He’s right. I wouldn’t have contemplated suicide if I had more than one bullet on the roof two months ago.
 
    
 
   “Right… so, can we support this with anything more than conjecture?”
 
   “The bag upstairs with the bullets is a big clue. They were going out, which invalidates his argument of her just ‘disappearing’ one morning. She had a gun, and now it’s gone. And I have to ask, who commits suicide standing up?”
 
    
 
   The question throws me off for a second, almost to the point of interrupting my physical balance. The blood streak is against the wall, meaning she fell from a standing position. I instantly remember the footage of Budd Dwyer I’d seen online in the past, but I also remember when I had a gun between my teeth. I can’t imagine having the strength to stand while even thinking about it seriously.
 
    
 
   “Think we’ve done enough crime scene investigation for one day?” Mursak asks.
 
   “I guess… what’ve really got?”
 
   “We don’t know anything for sure… they had to be involved, someone took bullets out of the gun, and now it’s missing. Suppose someone else took it?”
 
    
 
   This gives me a rotten feeling in my stomach. Any encounter we’ve had with other people has been awful, and the thought that someone else was in here and took an empty pistol makes me feel vulnerable enough to glance behind me. Mursak repeats the gesture.
 
    
 
   “Maybe…” I start. “So how do we bring this up?”
 
   “Well, I’m fairly convinced that he did it, and I’m a neutral party, so how about I mention it to Karen?”
 
   “If we could convince her to explore the evidence…”
 
   “But then what do we do with him? Kick him out?”
 
   “I just want him to admit to it, we’ll start there.” I sigh. “I’ll feel a lot better if he does.”
 
    
 
   Mursak and I look at each other awkwardly again, then at the floor. We sit down, open our notebooks, and record our thoughts. As we do, it strikes me that a digression could be welcome.
 
    
 
   “So… Jake’s music project…” I start.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You didn’t hear about this? Jake suggested we each come up with a song… one we’d like played at our funerals… just, uh… something to make us comfortable with the idea of death.”
 
   “Interesting. What’s yours?” He asks.
 
   “I’m having the damndest time thinking of one. How about you?”
 
    
 
   He thinks about it for a moment.
 
    
 
   “Parallel Universe. Red Hot Chili Peppers.”
 
   “Oh… oh, cool…”
 
   “Rob pick his?” Mursak asks after a moment.
 
   “Not that I know of…”
 
   “He’ll need it.”
 
    
 
   To my surprise, Mursak resumes writing nonchalantly, the elasticity of his angular face relaxing into a somber rest. The moment he rests his pen, the room goes totally silent. “I want to go home.” Mursak says flatly and plainly. I think it over for a few seconds, and then nod. I close my eyes and imagine myself warm and tired in my bed, but it’s too cold to sustain the illusion. “Let’s just go back.” Our egress is uneventful, and I leave my chewed up toothpick at the scene.
 
   The first thing we notice at the Mass is that the bus has been outfitted with new tires. Once we pass the gate, we’re stopped by a barricade in the first floor hallway; cinder blocks have been assembled three feet high with about a foot and a half of space on either side to allow for both passage and cover, and the tops are exposed to reveal that the empty space in the cinders have been filled with mortar. I’m no ballistics expert, but I’d have to imagine this would hold up to most bullet calibers under light fire.
 
   I scale the wall as a test and unintentionally welcome muscle spasms in my lower back. Mursak excuses himself to find Elena, and I walk up to medlab to check on Anderson. I open the door and sense an improvement in his condition. Before today, he looked closer to being a corpse, but now he seems as though he’s in a restless sleep, the tension having returned to his limbs. I take a seat beside him and notice a twitch beneath his eyelids. “Anderson.” I say quietly. His eyes drift open, painfully swimming in the black bags that surround them.
 
    
 
   “Oh god, Anderson?”
 
   “What… the f… uhhhhck…” He grumbles.
 
   “Jesus Christ… are you alright? How do you feel?”
 
   “Like I got shot six times.”
 
   “Well… I don’t want to bruise your ego, but you were only hit three.”
 
    
 
   His smirk at this is lazy, but warm. “Water.” I leap up and fill a beaker in the sink, easing the edge toward his mouth. “Just a little bit… we gotta have Karen look at you…” He nods as he sucks it dry.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” He wheezes.
 
   “Sak says you got hit and went down.”
 
   “Am I leaking?”
 
    
 
   I chuckle, trying to cover my nose as casually as possible.
 
    
 
   “You always find some colorful way to reduce something serious to basic mechanics.”
 
   “You always sound like a fuckin’ English teacher.”
 
   “No, you’re not ‘leaking’. Been out for two days.”
 
   “Anyone down?”
 
   “All intact. Probably better you get the details a little at a time.”
 
   “Did I ruin Christmas?”
 
   “Wouldn’t say that… our… friends… almost did.”
 
   “How many’d we score?”
 
   “…all of ‘em.”
 
   “Thank fucking god…” Anderson sighs as he rolls his head back, then turns over and studies my face. “What happened?”
 
   “Let’s just say… I’m better at hunting than I used to be.”
 
   “Oh, this sounds good… let ‘er rip.”
 
   “We… had to… chase down the ones that got away… at DC cubed…”
 
   “Not that guy in the pajamas…” Anderson starts.
 
   “Nah, he was dead when we got there. Rich figured… the only way to end the whole episode… was to take care of them.”
 
    
 
   Anderson considers this for a minute, and then arches his eyebrows and nods in approval. “Okay!” His phrasing and tone cut through me, anesthetizing the guilt I expected to follow this particular admission. Another minute passes as he looks me over.
 
    
 
   “You gonna tell me what happened?” He asks, finally.
 
   “…you should probably rest…”
 
   “What have I been doing the last two days?”
 
   “…well…”
 
    
 
   I proceed with a sanitized version of the events, being careful to avoid any mention of the girls; since neither Mel nor Helen has told us what happened, it’s hard to be specific, and knowing Anderson, a mere mention of Helen being taken would send him into an unhealthy rage. In order to explain the events following Anderson’s unconsciousness safely, I move Rich’s assertion that we had to kill our assailants significantly earlier in the tale. Using that as a basis, I only have a few facts to fudge.
 
   As I relate the saga, Anderson keeps telling me what we did wrong. By the third ‘correction’, I find myself choking down audible sighs in favor of a polite grin, sticking with a rejoinder of ‘that’s why you should have been there’ to mask my irritation. I nearly lose face when he refers to our plan of dressing Mursak up like one of them as ‘bullshit’. Nevertheless, the lecture goes better than I could have anticipated, and once we’ve finished, he asks me to send for Helen.
 
   I head for the security office and end up surprised to find Ally instead of Helen seated in front of the monitors. I march down the hall and past my room to find that Helen is my new neighbor. A few soft knocks on the door and she emerges, hurriedly dressing as she wipes the sleep out of her eyes when I tell her to check on Anderson. Shortly after she leaves, Ally’s hollow voice rings out over the PA. “AlCon 2. We have a few coming in off the street. Repeat, Alert Condition 2.”
 
   Without urging, Mursak and Jake meet me in the keep and we prepare ourselves for combat. I make sure to bring my newly acquired trench knife for testing, and on the way to the gate, I find Anderson hunched over in the hallway with Helen supporting him. “Don’t even think about it.” Mursak says as he passes, beating me to the punch. Anderson tries to wave us off, but he’s too weak to convince any of us to stop. We reach the bottom of the steps to find Rich and Ally waiting for us.
 
    
 
   “Alcon 2, right? Beta’s not even on standby.” I ask.
 
   “Just wanna see the bench test.” Rich offers, pointing at my trench knife.
 
   “You’re gonna have to get awfully close…” Ally starts, tightening her grip around her emergency hammer.
 
   “That’s the point… can’t use a ranged weapon that close… these things’ll save your life when they get a hold of you.”
 
    
 
   The three of us climb over the stairway railing and run to the door; I go first, cautiously making my way out past the end of the bus to see if any have gotten close. Seeing that it’s clear, I wave for the others to come out and survey the ten corpses at varying distances approaching our castle. Mursak and Jake go to work on the outsides, Sak with his metal pipe and Jake with his crowbar. I walk into the middle, setting my sights on a particularly decrepit man. As I wait for him to get close, I check my watch: 7:38. “Ugh, so late…”
 
   As I set my sights on him, I take in the important details; his limbs are loose and rubbery, suggesting that he used to be a runner who has outlived his effectiveness, and the skin of his fingers has been eroded by a banquet or failed attempt at breaching a building. As such, he also has no fingernails. To make this theory official, it would also appear that his teeth have been sanded off at the gum line.
 
   I let his hands slide up my arms, putting my left wrist under his jaw as his fingertips tickle at my shoulder blades. I pull the trench knife out of my belt as his loose, decaying gums snap toward my neck. He can’t exert enough force to push me back, so I take a moment to line up my shot in the middle of his forehead. I bring the knife down in one quick thrust and lean the handle back, able to see that the blade struck his forehead, traveled through the roof of his mouth, and continued into the base of his skull.
 
   Keeping my wrist taut, I yank the blade out and give him a push. The tension leaves his body as he crumples to the ground. Apparently, the report we got was right; a lethal blow to the cerebellum is the best way to end a Zombie quickly and quietly. Impressed by the knife’s effectiveness, I take a running start at the next one, trip him easily, and place another diagonal blow from his forehead to the base of his neck. After I wrench the blade free, he goes limp.
 
   As Sak finishes off the last one on the left, I look off to the right to see Jake examining his bent and probably ruined crowbar. “That it?” I ask. Mursak nods, wiping the sweat off his brow as Jake drops the crowbar with an irksome clatter. “Don’t leave that.” I mutter, summoning an aggravated glance from my young compatriot. “Please… we’ll just use it for dragging corpses.” Jake nods complacently, picks up his retired weapon, and lodges the hook underneath the sternum of one supine body. The cleanup effort is unsurprisingly quick and monotonous.
 
   Once we’ve finished moving corpses, the headache from earlier sets in, as does another wave of pain from my lower back. Karen stops me from taking ibuprofen, suggesting naproxen instead. I acquiesce to her medical acumen and take two, securing myself some stale crackers and vitamin-laced water to avoid nausea. After hurriedly securing snack food, the entire group convenes in room 218 and turns on the TV at 7:58.
 
   We wait. The TV set belches static at us until 8:00, at which point the air goes out of the room. We sit in silence, ignoring Jimmy and Elena as they play some meaningless game on a blanket in the corner. 8:01. The only sound other than people eating comes from the hissing television. It’s not soon enough for any of us give up hope, and though I imagine there are a variety of thoughts regarding the absence of a transmission, I find myself wondering if Rob put one over on us by suggesting there would be a broadcast.
 
   But for what purpose? My former roommate at college once told me about his passive aggressive sister who would volunteer to make them breakfast, and then burn his toast but not her own. On another occasion, he asked her to fill the tank on the car they shared upon return from an out-of-state concert only to find it half full the next day. Her biggest problem, in his estimation, was taping notes to his bedroom door about separating laundry or cleaning hair out of the drain.
 
   8:02. Surely Rob isn’t happy about something, and he seems like the type of person to take up these cowardly tactics in an effort to pay his displeasure forward. When the news banner appears accompanied by triumphant music, I feel a tad guilty.
 
    
 
   “Good evening, ladies and gentleman, this is Wyatt Hays bringing you a special broadcast. Traditionally our network has avoided editorial comment in favor of objectivity in the nightly news, but we recognize the importance of transparency, now more than ever. It has been several days since we last televised a live report, and though we would like to remain on the air throughout the day and night, we must first ensure the security of our staff, and indeed the very building we occupy during this crisis. We endeavor to provide you, our viewers, with a standard of news worthy of your attention, and we hope to continue to do so indefinitely.”
 
    
 
   Wyatt rotates in his chair to face a different camera, allowing an appropriate transition for the graphic of an explosion appearing in the upper left portion of the screen.
 
    
 
   “Our top story tonight is a continuation of our report on the explosions in Eastern Europe. Scattered accounts of radiation sickness have been confirmed; the explosion in Romania was, in fact, a nuclear weapon. Though it was not suspected at first, the lack of reporting from the area due to a presumed electromagnetic pulse has been officially addressed by members of the Russian government. Bucharest, both the capital and largest city of the country, was struck by an airburst from a Russian SS-25 Sickle, an 800 kiloton ICBM, at approximately 12:30am local time on December 21st, following an exodus that included much of the city’s surviving population. According to our sources in the Russian government, the fallout is not expected to cause significant health problems outside the region, but of greater concern is the success or failure of this detonation in destroying or incapacitating the bodies of the recently dead, which may spur other countries to explore a nuclear option in densely populated areas. A press conference was convened at the White House earlier today, where Secretary of State Colin Powell took the podium… to answer this question.”
 
    
 
   The broadcast switches to previously recorded footage of Colin Powell in the White House pressroom.
 
    
 
   “Let me be clear… our administration has not… and will not consider the use… of nuclear weapons… on American soil.”
 
   “But if the Bucharest experiment proves that nuclear weapons are effective, will the President reconsider that policy?”
 
   “We are currently awaiting a full report on this incident from both the Romanian and Russian governments… the American public can rest assured that no decision will be made on this issue until all the facts are in, and that any decision will be made after considerable deliberation and with the clearest judgment. Our greatest fear is that the situation in our country, indeed, all over the world, would necessitate the use… of the greatest weapon ever devised, and no decisions will be made without appropriate calculation. And I must stress again… that we have not considered the use of nuclear weapons on American soil. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   The broadcast returns to Wyatt at the news desk.
 
    
 
   “Secretary of State Powell refused to answer questions regarding the health and location of both President Bush and Vice President Cheney, although it has been previously reported that both have been moved to separate, undisclosed locations for the duration of this crisis. Here to report on the potential dangers presented by the use of nuclear weapons within our continental borders is CDC epidemiologist Lon Miller.”
 
   “Thanks Wyatt. There can be little doubt that the localized effects of a thermonuclear weapon will devastate an entire city and its population, but the true question is the one in which the Secretary of State is so interested: what effect the irradiation and nuclear fallout will have on the undead. The study of undead physiology has, to this point, become a series of questions that, once answered, only pose exponentially more questions. Is it likely that radiation will affect the undead in much the same way it does healthy people? Yes. Will the effect be as profound? No. Is it a viable solution to the problem? That has yet to be seen, but conventional wisdom says the use of nuclear weapons creates more problems than it solves. An unsuccessful campaign would see thousands, perhaps even hundreds of thousands of undead corpses carrying radioactive particles into lakes and rivers. Wind is generally a good predictor of fallout patterns, but there is no predictive model when it comes to fallout being carried by walking corpses. With no discrete methodology in place to observe these effects, it can be assumed that the radiation exposure levels presented by the unaffected bodies walking the streets pose a larger threat to the general public than previously imagined… if the undead are immune to the effects of radiation, the possibility that radiation sickness could claim healthy people who would then reanimate upon death is our most serious concern. At this point, we have no method of distributing radiation countermeasures such as potassium iodide, filgrastim, Prussian blue, and DTPA to the general public, so short of taking shelter in a lead enforced safe house, there is no available protection from Zombies carrying radioactive particles.”
 
    
 
   Dr. Miller rotates to the left, prompting the camera angle to change as he is accompanied by a vectorized Zombie image accompanied by a receding trail of question marks in his wake.
 
    
 
   “One area that has made the possibility of a positive outcome in the use of nuclear weapons more troubling is the rate of decay in the bodies of the undead… in simple terms, the disruption of the body’s natural autolytic functions, commonly understood as a given cell’s self-digestion upon the death of the host organism, is such that the bodies of the undead are either not decaying, or decaying slowly enough that appreciable decomposition has not been observed… it is possible that radiation could affect this process, but the mechanisms are thus far unknown, and no observed specimens have ceased function due to what one might call ‘natural causes’. Though the expiration date on the undead remains unknown, lab testing has produced some noteworthy results. I… believe Dr. Kimberly Sharp has more.”
 
   “I do, Dr. Miller. One of the biggest questions at the start of this crisis was whether the Zombie plague manifests as a communicable disease. There can be no doubt that those bitten by the undead are certain to succumb to the same fate, but rigorous testing has proven that no direct contamination is transmissible through water, airborne, or fomite vectors… the flu, for example, is easily transmissible from contact with doorknobs, money, counters, tables or chairs. As it stands, the affliction, which has been termed Undeath Syndrome, is only communicable via direct fluid contact. The blood of the previously affected deceased, whether in their veins or dried outside the body, will retain virulent properties for approximately 24 hours… much like HIV, dried blood carries zero risk of affection. Though this pandemic has brought about almost universally bad news, rigorous testing has recently revealed a standard by which a person can survive potential affection through a bite, scratch, or direct contact with affected blood. This report has been compiled from the behavior of hundreds of patients, some of which have survived unharmed…”
 
    
 
   As she continues speaking, a lump in my throat becomes impossible to dislodge no matter how many times I swallow.
 
    
 
   “A bite to the extremities, such as the lower halves of the arms and legs, will afford a one day gestation period if untreated and as high as a five day gestation period if properly treated, though there is a high possibility of the victim becoming what we refer to as a short-term reanimated specimen, or ‘runner’. Further up the arms and legs cuts that time by roughly a quarter. Bites to the torso yield nearly half a day untreated and as much as two if treated, though the victim transitions into a long-term specimen, or ‘walker’, in 90% of all cases. On the other hand, a bite to the neck offers both a few hours and, at the same time, the chance of escaping infection altogether. Due to the quicker rate of circulation in the carotid artery, blood escaping the wound is just as likely to flush out potential pathogens as to kill the victim through blood loss… this fact alone seems to confirm that the cause of Undeath Syndrome is some sort of biological pathogen. Though cases of contact with the blood of the undead and the blood of a healthy victim have carried the stigma of presumed affection in the past, the issue has only become muddier with recent testing…”
 
    
 
   The lump solidifies, and now I can’t swallow.
 
    
 
   “…in rare cases where an open wound has been exposed to the blood of the undead, the probability of being affected by Undeath Syndrome drops from close to 100% down to 50%, particularly if the vulnerable wound is on an extremity such as the forearm or calf. With no medical care, the gestation period drops to a week, and with medical care, it could be as high as two weeks, though the victim will exhibit signs of infection well before then…”
 
    
 
   Julia was cut by a scalpel covered with blood, and now I’m being told there’s a 50% chance she could have survived. If I’d flipped a coin, I’d have had an equal chance at the outcome correctly identifying her fate. I gag on my way to the door, and by the time I’ve made it to the bathroom, I’ve begun recycling half-digested crackers and bile into the toilet bowl. What a waste of supplies. What a waste of life.
 
   The tears explode out of my eyes at some point during another dry heave, and the feeling I’ve struggled to avoid coats my spinal cord before radiating out to my limbs: lying naked in a reeking, squalid dumpster on a rainy night, starving, freezing, sick, soaked to the bone, completely exhausted, losing blood from an infected wound in my stomach and addicted to a drug I can’t identify, sure that I won’t survive to the morning and certain that no one will care when I’m gone.
 
   When I try to level myself out and aim for the toilet again, my arm gives out and my face slaps down on the cold tile surrounding the porcelain bowl. Was the blood on the scalpel dry or wet? How can I not remember something this significant? A wave a panic shocks me back into self-recognition, but it only lasts long enough to remind me that Julia’s death could have meant nothing.
 
   It was a mistake. My mistake. Not only do I deserve to be reduced to a bottle of ashes, it should be me stuffed in that depressing little jar. My thoughts return to her naked body crammed into a kiln to be immolated and I cry harder, dining on the abstract notion that a person’s body, in life, carries the essence defined by the contents of their brain. Naked, motionless, stuffed in a furnace, that essence was stripped away by heat and flames, rendering as smoke and ash. Some of her is sure to remain in that kiln. Hopelessness washes through my nervous system, and if I had a gun in my hand, I’d be using it. Before I can explore that line of thinking, I slap myself hard. 
 
   Enough whiny, narcissistic grief. I’m not crying for her, I’m crying because I’m guilty. I loved her. I still love her. I can’t change what happened and crying about it certainly won’t help. Julia’s dead, and she died at peace. Something tells me the rest of us won’t be so lucky. I pick myself up, wash my face off, and return to the group to be greeted by peripheral stares.
 
   “What’d I miss?” I ask quietly, hoping to reset the subject from my meltdown to current events. “There was a tsunami in the Indian Ocean last night… said it was hard to say how much was affected… now they’re saying the Zombies have almost spread to California…” Jake replies. “And they’ve confirmed that the recently dead return to life after the undead spread to an area, whether they’ve been bitten or not… they think it’s more evidence that they carry some kind of pathogen.” Hoping for more, I turn to the television to find Wyatt Hays apparently in distress. The camera switches to show another reporter, identified as Cyril Diavatopoulos, providing coverage from a warm, sun-washed Santa Monica Boulevard as he describes some pre-recorded segments.
 
    
 
   “… and as you can see behind me, Los Angelenos aren’t taking any chances… wherever possible, barricades are being constructed diagonally as well as vertically to prevent the undead from scaling or gaining leverage on the walls… our remote unit was able to catch up with a few celebs… here we see Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston helping out the volunteer effort underway to restrict one lane of the 101 for emergency use… it, ah… it’s been reported elsewhere that there’s some turmoil with the world’s most popular couple… for years Aniston and Pitt have been considered red-carpet royalty…”
 
   “Cyril…”
 
   “…the rare Hollywood romance…”
 
   “…Cyril… I… why are you reporting this…?”
 
   “Well, Wyatt, we got this footage earlier today…”
 
   “No, I’m asking why you’re… what’s the point of reporting this?”
 
   “It’s just… it’s the news… we’re covering the stories that matter…”
 
   “That matter? To whom?”
 
   “The viewers…”
 
   “Are you telling me the people watching these broadcasts really give a shit about celebrity news? Now?”
 
   “Yes, I think they do…”
 
   “While you’re waiting for the first wave to hit the Pacific seaboard and reporting tabloid garbage…”
 
   “Tabloid?!”
 
   “Yes, tabloid… those by the Atlantic, and nearly everywhere else in the nation, and around the world, are fighting to protect their homes and families… we are trying…”
 
   “This is not tabloid reporting, Wyatt…”
 
   “We’re trying to provide international coverage so our viewers can be informed… that’s the news, Cyril…”
 
   “That’s right, this is news, and… we’re trying to give our audience something they can identify with…”
 
   “Celebrity couples on the rocks?”
 
   “Yes, Wyatt, this is the sort of thing we’ve been reporting for years… it gives people a sense of continuity…”
 
   “The rest of the world is struggling to survive… thousands of people will be infected today alone, and the people who care about them want to know what they can do to help… we can’t afford to pretend this isn’t happening, and maybe we can’t help, but god dammit, this is the news! We’re going to keep people informed!”
 
   “And that’s going to help the infected?”
 
   “A lot more than fucking Hollywood gossip, Cyril. Cut the feed. I’m sorry ladies and gentlemen… I apologize for my language, and for the coverage from our former affiliate in Los Angeles… it’s insulting… and unforgivable, that any newscaster would pepper their reporting with… with… tabloid garbage at a time like this. I’m disgusted… and ashamed… and I apologize, on behalf of newscasters across the country… disgusting… just disgusting… it’s an insult to human life… we’re going to take a moment to collect ourselves, at which point we will return to reporting actual news. We’ll be right back.”
 
    
 
   Following a slow pan out from a wide shot, the screen cuts to color bars accompanied by a sine wave tone. We watch in silence until Anderson turns down the volume. The ensuing calm is decidedly stillborn.
 
    
 
   “So…” Jake clears his throat. “Wanna take bets on how long until they start nuking cities?”
 
   “Never.” Rich says quickly.
 
   “They’ll do their tests.” Karen replies.
 
   “What if they pick Philly for a test?” Jake asks.
 
    
 
   The room stays quiet. My eyes remain fixed on the color bars. “What’s the big deal?” Mel asks after a moment, prompting half of us to turn to her.
 
    
 
   “What?” She continues. “We’re not in Philly…”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure the people who lived outside of Hiroshima felt the same way…” Jake snipes.
 
   “They’re not gonna do it…” Rich insists.
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “We wouldn’t survive if we stayed.” Mursak offers.
 
   “Jesus, they’re not gonna do it!” Rich repeats.
 
   “If we make plans under that assumption, we might as well dig twelve graves and sleep in ‘em.” I add.
 
    
 
   Karen looks at me crossly, putting an arm around Jimmy.
 
    
 
   “So what…” Mel starts. “If we hear it or something… we move to the basement?”
 
   “…have you ever seen The Day After?” Rich asks.
 
   “Oh god…” Karen mutters.
 
   “You have…”
 
   “November ’83… watched it with my parents, slept in the basement for a week.”
 
   “Wait, isn’t that, like… the global warming movie?” Mel asks.
 
   “No… it’s about a missile strike in Kansas.” Karen replies.
 
   “We should watch it…” I continue. “Might be worthwhile.”
 
   “You have it?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m a Trekkie… Nick Meyer did the best movies, so I watched his other stuff.”
 
   “What the hell’s the point?” Jake asks.
 
   “It’ll save us from having a discussion.” Rich sighs. “It speaks for itself.”
 
   “Didn’t you just say they weren’t gonna?”
 
   “Jeff’s right all the same. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”
 
   “Any objections?” I ask.
 
   “I’ve seen it…” Karen responds. “I’ll take the kids out.”
 
    
 
   I return to my room for my DVDs, find The Day After, and arrange the exhibition. It strikes me when the bombing begins that the subject matter is too heavy for those already in distress from the apocalypse. As the screening continues, I reason that the injection of this particular evil is unavoidable, but that doesn’t stop Anderson and Helen from excusing themselves about halfway through. By the time we’ve finished watching, I feel as though I’m hosting a wake. I take a deep breath to transition out of the silence and step toward the front of the room.
 
    
 
   “Any feedback?”
 
   “That was probably the most depressing thing I’ve ever seen.” Mel volunteers. “Like… ever.”
 
   “Anyone else feel that way?”
 
    
 
   For once, the silence indicates that this feeling is universal.
 
    
 
   “Good.” I start.
 
   “…good?” Jake blurts.
 
   “Now when we talk about nuclear weapons… you know what we mean.”
 
   “He’s right…” Rich offers. “If we tell you we’ve got to move… you know exactly why.”
 
   “Anyone see parallels with where we are now?”
 
    
 
   I watch several faces as they silently connect the dots.
 
    
 
   “When something like this happens… there’s nothing we can do to take it back. We can survive, endure… even thrive… but there’s no going back… we’re left staring into the abyss.”
 
   “The abyss?” Mel asks.
 
   “The future.”
 
   “…I don’t get it.”
 
   “Before October, you had an idea of what your future was going to be, right? School, work, holidays… now we’re living day to day. Maybe for the rest of our lives.”
 
    
 
   I get the vibe that most of the group is currently in sensory overload and would best be served by taking some time to contemplate what we just saw. When conversation peters out, I take the DVD back to my room and look at the doorway to see that Mel has followed me. She stares at me for a moment, and then turns her gaze toward the doorway, running her fingers along the frame while she cogitates.
 
    
 
   “What do you think happens when we die?” She asks.
 
   “…why would you ask me that?”
 
   “C’mon… you just made us watch a movie where, like, everyone dies. You don’t believe in God. So what do you think happens?”
 
   “…nothing.” I reply firmly.
 
   “…does that make you feel better?”
 
   “I… don’t know what you mean…”
 
   “Better than if you did believe.”
 
   “…no.”
 
    
 
   Mel’s sigh is fraught with heartache.
 
    
 
   “So… you don’t want to believe it?” She continues.
 
   “I’m sure it’d be easier, but I… I… can’t idealize death the same way I can’t idealize life.”
 
   “So it’s all just shit…”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “How can you… live… thinking that? We die, and just… that’s it… none of it mattered?”
 
   “Sure it does…” I start. “Look… if you think… if I think that none of it matters in the end… then I have to believe that thinking about it doesn’t matter… right?”
 
    
 
   Mel leans against the doorframe, throwing up her arms and jolting her neck forward to indicate I didn’t make any sense.
 
    
 
   “If I believe my thoughts and actions are meaningless…” I continue. “Then I have to accept that worrying about them is meaningless too.” 
 
   “Then… shit, Jeff, why bother staying alive?”
 
   “Because I’m here. I didn’t choose to be here, but I am.”
 
   “So what’s the point?”
 
   “Well, it’s all in what you choose to believe. I’m here now and someday I’ll be gone. So I choose happiness. It’s not an easy goal… especially now… but I want to enjoy what I have while I have it.”
 
   “And that gets you through the day?” She asks, after a moment.
 
   “…it does.”
 
   “Then you’re full of shit.”
 
    
 
   The statement is so blunt it stanches my ability to think. “You mope around here more than anyone else, except Jake maybe… but at least he’s quiet… you’re always bitching about something… and you want me to buy that you’re trying to be happy? Uh-uh… I’m sure you wanna believe that shit…” Rage floods my bloodstream quicker than I could have imagined, and though I can picture a time where I would have just swallowed it, I don’t see the point now.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, and you… what… believe the invisible man in the sky is gonna give you harp lessons on a cloud when you croak? I may be cynical and depressed, but I’m not delusional…”
 
   “More bullshit…”
 
   “Oh, sing the song of your people… if you disagree with me, then I’m full of shit… if I’m so full of it, stop talking to me!”
 
    
 
   She smiles, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling while sinking her tongue into the bottom of her right cheek.
 
    
 
   “Nothing’s changed.” She mutters.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re still an asshole.”
 
   “And you’re an unbelievable bitch.”
 
   “…at least now you’re being honest.”
 
    
 
   With that, she takes a few steps back, freezes for a moment, and finally turns to walk off. “Son of a bitch…” I mutter, taking a full minute to rub my forehead and my eyes. Before I finish, I unexpectedly let out a few short laughs.
 
   As I change into my pajamas, ice down my back, and settle into bed, I find myself wondering how the day started, and it takes about five minutes for me to realize that I was woken in a start due to a small cadre of the undead marching across our front lawn. Yesterday was Christmas. Christmas Eve makes it to the list of the top five worst days in my life with a bullet, and that was preceded by yet another nipping at its heels when I met Tracy Dantis.
 
   I get up to check the door again, which is securely locked, unsurprisingly. I’m fortunate that the doors are so heavy, and that the glass, if broken, would make a horrendous noise tantamount to waking me up. Nevertheless, I again perch my bicep under my chin once I’ve settled into bed.
 
   It strikes me that I wasn’t wrong when I told the group we were living day to day. The immediate future is shrouded in secrecy, so we can only hope we’ve girded ourselves well enough to survive it. When I think of the future as an undiscovered country, I smile and reflect that my association with that term is due to Star Trek VI rather than the original Shakespeare text. Nevertheless, the concept that tomorrow will remain featureless until I open my eyes is entrancing enough to render me unconscious.
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-27-04, MONDAY
 
    
 
   I open my eyes at some point after the sun has risen, stirred by some vague perception that something is wrong somewhere. I listen for footsteps, the PA, or excited chatter, but I hear nothing. It only takes a few seconds of indecision for me to settle on going back to sleep.
 
    
 
   It happens again. What I wouldn’t give for two consecutive nights with uninterrupted sleep. I once again get caught between sleeping and waking, powerless against my brain’s refusal to behave logically; I’m rolling from one side to another, believing that facing a new direction will tune the shape of my dreams.
 
    
 
   When I wake up again, I know consciousness is going to stick, so I get up to attend my morning needs. Halfway through brushing my teeth I realize I haven’t showered in a few days and probably stink, so I vow to do that next. While brushing, I peek through the window to the courtyard and discover that it is snowing yet again. It appears as though the ultimate accumulation will amount to little more than an additional dusting. My shower is uneventful, though it does provide me with an improved outlook on the day.
 
   After a desultory conversation with Rich and Mursak about the lack of undead surrounding the school, I find myself with little to do and begin wandering the halls aimlessly. When I pass the computer lab in the technology wing, I can hear Ally typing away furiously. I walk over, and when she sees me standing in the doorway, she smiles dismissively before returning her attention to the computer. “How’s it going?” I ask of no subject in particular. She holds up a finger before continuing to type, so I have a seat and wait for her to finish.
 
    
 
   “Sorry about that…” She says finally.
 
   “No problem… what’re you working on?”
 
   “Thesis.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “…my degree.”
 
   “I meant what’s it about.” I say, swallowing my irritation.
 
   “It’s a theoretical dissertation on social dynamics in the age of the internet.”
 
   “Wow.” I manage. It even sounds like bullshit. “Is that something clinical psychologists do?”
 
   “Well, my approach is better categorized as Humanistic, even if my degree is clinical. I had some tenuous thoughts on the subject when I was first accepted to UPenn… there’s not much research on it, as you can imagine… so I’ve had to do most of the legwork. Thus far the data is… compelling.”
 
   “What data?”
 
   “Well… are you aware of the concept of a global village?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “…really?”
 
   “Yeah…” I continue, slightly annoyed. “I took a media culture class and Marshall McLuhan was discussed at length.”
 
   “Oh, excellent… I was researching the epidemic failure to maintain personal privacy and the corollary global desensitization in regards to confidentiality on the internet.”
 
   “That’s a mouthful. Mind giving me the Brief History of the Time version?”
 
   “Sure.” Ally continues with a smile. “If technology allows us to become a global village, the internet can be thought of as the town hall. Theoretically, a piece of information, no matter how minute, is visible to anyone with unrestricted access to the internet. Now… if you were to write a diary that you intended to post on a billboard in your local town hall, you might be careful about revealing personal details right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Putting that same information on the internet from the privacy of a personal computer is a far more intimate exchange… it may not be immediately apparent to the writer that their diary is visible to everyone and could easily be exploited. The text can be copied, pasted, or an entire website could be reproduced elsewhere even if privacy precautions are observed, especially when you consider the ease with which hackers, a term I use loosely, can penetrate those settings… ergo, no information made available on the internet can be considered privileged.”
 
   “Interesting…”
 
   “However, because of the author’s conception that these thoughts were conceived and cataloged in an intimate environment, violation of their perceived confidentiality incurs a visceral reaction… they feel their privacy was invaded and seek to paint themselves as victims despite the fact that they took the initiative to make this information public.”
 
   “Wow…” I manage. “So if I wrote a Xanga journal about, say, losing my virginity…”
 
   “Right… the internet allows its users the ability to quickly disseminate thoughts and opinions that immediately become open to public opinion and ridicule… and the more prevalent these social networking sites become, the worse it will get.”
 
   “What do you mean… social networking sites?”
 
   “Like MySpace.”
 
   “Never heard of it.”
 
   “You build an online profile, upload pictures, add friends, make comments… it’s like… an interactive business card.”
 
   “What’s interesting about that?”
 
   “Inasmuch as the internet is driven by the allocation of content, the exclusive nature of that content gains priority. This is why Facebook is probably going to be a big part of the future.”
 
   “Never heard of that either. What do you mean by… exclusive nature of content?”
 
   “What’s more interesting to you…” Ally starts. “A limited conflict in the Middle East, or what a recent ex-girlfriend did last night?”
 
   “Wow… good point…”
 
   “And I’m sure that ex-girlfriend would be disgusted if she found out you were checking up on her, but you’d think she’d have thought twice about making her private life public knowledge.”
 
   “I doubt she’d have that in mind.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter either way. It’s the town hall… the information is public, and you couldn’t control your own reaction to it. Or, if she’s passive aggressive, she could be revealing information in an attempt to make you envious. And she can still feign outrage if your reaction ends up online.”
 
   “So… what’s the point?”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “The dissertation?”
 
   “That private life is a relic of the past in the internet age. Furthermore, the slow desensitization to this fact, as social networking sites grow, will create behavior that is more outlandish and reactions to it commonplace. In the future, anything anyone has ever done will be readily accessible on the internet… irrelevant thoughts could perpetuate on social networking sites, and as a result, people will frivolously air their dirty laundry in a manner that befits a psychological profile… just by reading a few posts on the internet, you’ll be able to tell if someone’s passive aggressive, egomaniacal, or desperate for attention. Even if you second guess and remove potentially inflammatory content, the possibility that someone else saw it precludes your ability to erase it. Affirmation will become instantaneous… people will be obsessive in their desire to instantly share trivial bits of news, and even more fanatical when it comes to sharing their opinion about it.”
 
   “I’m guessing you’re not a fan of this happening.” I offer, after a reasonable pause.
 
   “It baffles me. Sharing personal information at the expense of others to a waiting horde of junkies desperate to eat up the illicit details of other people’s lives…”
 
   “You really see that happening?”
 
   “I’m no expert on information technology, but I think it already is. I’m not entirely against the proliferation of data, however. If the outbreak had happened a few years from now when the greater population’s tech savvy matched the capabilities of modern social networking , you would have seen much better containment.”
 
   “It’s a shame you’re not getting much out of this now.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   Her question is the only thing that makes me realize the implications of my statement. Clearly, she still feels as though the world will just pick up where it left off at some point and that the work she’s doing is still somehow pertinent, but I have a feeling even vaguely suggesting that is tantamount to destruction. However, when it comes to dodging in a conversation this close-quartered, I have no recourse.
 
    
 
   “Well, just… the way things are, you’re gonna be hard pressed to get something like that published… by the way, uh… totally unrelated… Jake tell you about his song project?”
 
   “Oh yes, I love it…” She says, reaching next to the computer tower to produce a CD. “Great distraction.”
 
   “Where’d you get that?” I ask, wondering if the ‘distraction’ comment was addressing the project or my tap dance around confronting her sheltered worldview.
 
   “I was listening to it a lot a few months ago… ever heard of Denali?”
 
   “Can’t say I have…”
 
    
 
   She puts the CD in the computer tray and plays the first track, a slowly building, haunting, but heavy guitar-laden track with an ethereal female vocalist. It’s outside my wheelhouse, but I enjoy it.
 
    
 
   “French Mistake.”
 
   “That’s the song?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah… they broke up this year… but I think they’ll get back together…”
 
    
 
   She returns to typing immediately, buffering the space that might have offered me an opportunity to respond. As my eyes linger, I wonder what’s going to happen when she realizes this isn’t going to end. Her defenses must be failing a bit more each day. With this in mind, I try to exit the room as casually as I can. 
 
   As I walk past the doors to the stairwell annexing the breezeway, Mel jogs down the steps and pops into the hall behind me. “Jeff…” I turn back, looking at her as though she were speaking to someone else. “Oh come on…” She sounds buoyant, almost jovial, so I stop.
 
    
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “… what? Did I stutter?”
 
   “Correct me if I’m wrong… but aren’t we… fighting?”
 
   “That was yesterday.” She spouts breathlessly.
 
   “…and now…?”
 
   “We’re cool… unless you’re not…?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “Don’t be such a girl… you never learned how to fight?”
 
   “I… I’m so confused I’m starting to wonder what language you’re speaking.”
 
    
 
   She removes the buds from her ears.
 
    
 
   “Look, we had a fight…”
 
   “Yeah.” I agree.
 
   “And now it’s over. You still pissed at me?”
 
   “I… don’t even know.”
 
   “Probably not then.” Mel responds. “We’re cool. Let it go. See ya.”
 
    
 
   She playfully punches my shoulder as she continues off down the hall. Rather than try to rationalize this exchange, I retire to my room and have a go at my keyboard. That gets boring enough to fill me with ennui after roughly an hour, so I repair to the cafeteria and find Mursak enjoying a meal. We exchange a few thoughts on Rob and again realize the limitations of our investigative abilities. Barring one iota of physical evidence, our case against him is circumstantial, and though we need not convince a judge that he might be dangerous, we still have no idea what to do with him even if we do convince everyone of his guilt.
 
   After the meal, I get some more naproxen and ice my back again, during which the effects of a weird and largely useless day weigh heavy on my mind. In a rare feat of foresight, I realize the best way to erase my mood is to go to sleep early, so I do, even if paranoia again sees me worried about the vulnerability of my throat.
 
   


 
   
 
  



12-28-04, TUESDAY
 
    
 
   Dizziness greets me when I wake up, and a brief eye rub reveals the sensation of my eyes having been sucked into the back of my head; I can believe I’ve finally caught up on sleep when I catch a whiff of cigarettes on the other pillow, confirming that Mel slept in the bed last night. After breakfast, I take care of my morning bathroom needs and decide to take an unannounced walk out on the front yard, something that is generally frowned upon.
 
   The snow from the previous day remains, but the lumpy intrusions of red point out the landing spots of corpses underneath the settled precipitation. Gazing into the suburban home fronts invites a feeling of desperation. I once lamented that my own house didn’t feel like my home anymore, and though I’ve had a sterling opportunity to make do in the high school, I’m not sure I’ll ever have that feeling again. How can people allow themselves the illusion of security when it’s tied to a shattered convention of safety? And how had I never considered that Helen has to look at her house every day she sits in the security office? Is that why she does it?
 
   It occurs to me that I’m on tape right now, ambling around where I shouldn’t be. What else do we have on tape? Surely we still have Tracy and Jimmy arriving outside the school, and the attempted raid. Would reviewing those tapes prove useful at all? I start back toward the school without a decision made one way or another on that topic, but as I review the idea, I have to wonder if Karen had the count right just before we were attacked. If there was even one more person joining in the raid, it might severely affect how we’d review an attempt to return to the community college.
 
   By the time I’ve made it inside, I’ve determined that a return trip in the near future is a necessity; there might be food, weapons, or another potential hostile lying in wait. Conveniently, Helen is not in the security office, but I quickly realize I have no idea what is wired into what, and though I used to pride myself in networking cables between TVs, DVD players, and cable boxes, I decide to put a call in to Anderson to avoid screwing something up.
 
   I’m not surprised that he’s awake and only too willing to assist, but my call over the PA attracts Rich as well. For some reason I expect the two of them to bicker, but the situation seems to find both of them in their element. As they work through getting the connections right, I realize that the situation gives me enough time to bring up a matter of less pressing concern.
 
    
 
   “Jake talk to you guys about his, uh…”
 
   “Dirges?” Rich asks.
 
   “Uh… yeah… that’s the word…”
 
   “He did… When the Music’s Over… by The Doors.”
 
   “What’s a dirge?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Like a… funeral song.” I say.
 
   “Oh. Easy. Hero of the Day. Metallica.”
 
   “Kar’s got hers too.” Rich states. “Dramamine… Modest Mouse, I think. Got yours?”
 
   “Yeah… I think… Cirrus Minor, by the Floyd.”
 
   “Don’t know that one…” Anderson mutters.
 
   “That on one of their soundtracks?” Rich asks.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Deep tracks, man…”
 
    
 
   I don’t know what that means. They doggedly continue their work, and after a brief argument about having a gap on today’s tape while we review previous footage, they locate Friday’s tape with the combined feeds and rewind until a few moments before the first shot was fired on the night we were invaded. The M35 is seen slowing to a stop on three cameras; on one it comes in from the edge of the fence on the left, on another it pulls up to a stop in the middle of the street, and on the master, perched on the second floor and facing down, most of the affair can be seen in a long shot, but no sound accompanies the visuals. The footage immediately confirms that Karen’s count of eight was correct, so I breathe a huge sigh of relief. Anderson holds his hand out, apparently objecting to a desire to stop the tape that no one voiced.
 
   The group yields on the front lawn as one of them fires a shot into the second floor window, but another one grabs the muzzle of his rifle and points it toward the ground. The three of us lean forward as the one who fired the shot seems to be getting an earful from the person who grabbed his rifle. After a moment, they continue toward the building, but not before a third person smacks the head of the fellow with the itchy trigger finger. By the time they’ve walked past the edge of the bus, the three of us are silent. “Uh…” Rich offers. Anderson and I can’t say anything.
 
    
 
   “So…” Rich continues. “Do we have audio?”
 
   “Did you hook up all the RCA cables?” I ask.
 
   “Yellow, red, and white.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Did you disable audio on the cameras? Unless you turned the mics off, they’re hot…”
 
   “Why does it matter?” 
 
   “You don’t want to know what they said?”
 
    
 
   Without responding, Anderson grabs a box off the floor and rifles through an assortment of loose tapes.
 
    
 
   “That should really be organized…” I offer.
 
   “Thanks for that…”
 
   “Just sayin’…”
 
    
 
   He locates the correct tape, ejects the master, and puts on the feed from the first floor camera closest to the gate. Anderson cranks the volume, introducing us to a loud hiss before a gunshot blows out the second floor window. The conversation that follows comes through as a mumble, so the three of us lean in toward the speakers. “Rewind, and max out the volume…” I instruct. Anderson complies, and now I can make out the conversation that follows the gunshot.
 
    
 
   “What’d I say?!”
 
   “What the hell was that… what does ‘six’ mean!?”
 
   “What did I say?! We don’t shoot unless someone else shoots first!”
 
   “Sorry…”
 
   “You expect them to trust us now?!”
 
   “I’m sorry!”
 
   “…if we go in there and get shot at, it’s your fault.”
 
   “Look, I’ll go first, alright?! I’ll just explain…”
 
   “And I’m sure they’ll listen, you fuckin’ wet blanket… if we get shot, it’s all on you.”
 
    
 
   Anderson asks to play it again. Though I might have misunderstood a word or two, I’m quite certain I’ve got the spirit of the discussion: one guy made a mistake that resulted in us killing a dozen people. They apologized when they came in. The guy whose throat I slashed insisted they made a mistake. The sniper told us the girls wanted to go with them. I assumed they were lying, but if they weren’t lying about the first shot being an accident, how much of what they said was the truth?
 
   What would have happened if we’d just driven up to the M35 parked at the edge of the DC cubed lot? Would we have negotiated with them? What if Anderson wasn’t drunk? What if we’d left them alive? What happened between Mel and the man she shot? Was our conflict the natural synthesis of two aggressing forces, or were they just our victims? Did we kill a dozen innocent people? Anderson plays the tape again. “We did the right thing.” Rich says finally. I suspect this statement is more to convince himself than alleviate my guilt.
 
    
 
   “Nobody was on security?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Karen was, but there was no sound, remember?” Rich replies.
 
   “She didn’t see them talkin’ to the… guy?”
 
   “I don’t know… what was she gonna say?”
 
   “Something!”
 
   “All the same, she was watching the monitors… who knows which one she was looking at when that happened?”
 
   “Jesus… we coulda talked this out…”
 
   “You don’t know that…” I add. “They took the girls.”
 
    
 
   I realize the moment I say this that Helen might not have shared this fact with Anderson.
 
    
 
   “Yeah… they might not have if they didn’t have their backs to the wall. Besides, Melody told ‘em…”
 
   “Well what were we supposed to do?” I interject. “Just let ‘em go?”
 
   “No, but you might’ve been able to negotiate…”
 
   “How?! For all we knew they were dead, and you too. Christ dude, I know how pissed you get… if we switched places, you would’ve done the exact same thing…”
 
   “There’s a lot I woulda done different…” Anderson starts.
 
   “Knock it off!” Rich shouts, shutting me up before I can explode at Anderson. “It’s done. Done. There’s nothing we can change about it. And that’s it.”
 
    
 
   Though Rich has silenced us, the tension is chunky enough to poison the air. “…what did Mel tell them?” I ask. Anderson takes a moment to respond.
 
    
 
   “She wanted out.”
 
   “…what?” I ask.
 
   “I dunno… Helen heard her say she wanted to go with them.”
 
   “Guys, I’m not gonna say it again…” Rich sighs.
 
   “Oh shut up.” I spit. “I get it. It’s done… but we’re not done dealing with it. We’ve gotta go back. If they were holing up there, they’ve got weapons, ammunition, food, supplies… and if we left anyone behind, we’d better know for sure.”
 
   “Seconded.” Anderson adds.
 
   “Fine.” Rich mutters. “We done here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   Rich switches the security tape as Anderson stands up and starts for the door. “Wait, hold it…” I add. They both stop. “Mursak and I took a look at the community center the other day… I didn’t tell you about it… we think Rob might’ve killed that girl.” This is enough for Anderson to sit down and Rich to stop what he’s doing. “You picked up the gun… you checked it…” I say to Anderson, prompting him to nod. 
 
    
 
   “It’s gone.” I continue. “We found her purse upstairs full of loose bullets, and her agenda said she had a boyfriend. Doesn’t add up.”
 
   “You think Rob shot her?” Rich asks.
 
   “Without CSI Broomall we don’t have enough to pin it on him… but the details are compelling.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “We know Rob was with her beforehand… he lied about it… and the place wasn’t crawling when we got there, which makes me wonder why she’d shoot herself. And we can’t figure why she’d shoot herself while she was standing. Doesn’t make sense.”
 
    
 
   In a reverential silence, Rich and Anderson consider my statement.
 
    
 
   “So what do we do?” Anderson asks.
 
   “I don’t know.” I say, shaking my head.
 
   “He tried to shoot you.”
 
   “Yeah. But now he says he’s ready to contribute.”
 
   “I heard about that…” Anderson nods. “And that’s about the shittiest Christmas present I ever got.” 
 
    
 
   Rich takes a deep breath. “I suppose we’ll have to deal with him.” He intones, more out of exhaustion than anything else. I know he meant ‘kill him’. Seeing an opportunity to pin him with the same logic he applied to me after I killed Don, I seize it.
 
    
 
   “I know you had your disagreements with him…”
 
   “It’s got nothing to do with that.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “My mom was a user.” Rich offers, taking a moment before he continues. “She left my father to die, and me to deal with it. Rob tried to shoot you… probably succeeded with this girl… I don’t want to wait for strike three.”
 
    
 
   I shudder at the eerie accuracy with which he echoes my very real threat to kill Rob just a week ago.
 
    
 
   “Does Sak think he did it?” Anderson asks.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Then I’m with Rich.”
 
   “Your brother was a user, right?” I ask. “You don’t think that clouds your judgment?”
 
   “No. I think it clears it.”
 
   “Look, all three of you knew someone who used…” I say firmly. “I didn’t.”
 
   “I’d be interested to hear what Colin has to say…” Rich states. “But if this junkie is using supplies and preying on our hospitality, he has to go.”
 
   “Maybe he’s wandering the halls stockpiling his rage… fixing to finish what he started with me… is that the case for killing him?”
 
   “I’m sure the Nazis who used the Nuremberg defense didn’t think they deserved what was coming to them…”
 
   “You’re suggesting… what? I don’t even know.”
 
   “We watch him. And our supplies.”
 
   “Sak’s all over that…” Anderson offers. “Food, ammo, drugs… he’s making sure we don’t have any breakage.”
 
   “Say we do this…” I start. “The rest of the group is gonna tear us apart, especially now that he’s sober and… pledging to help…”
 
   “Jeff…” Rich sighs. “Ever heard the saying ‘beware of Greeks bearing gifts’? You know where it comes from?”
 
   “I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.”
 
   “In Greek mythology, Sinon brought the Grecian wooden horse to the Trojans. When they asked him about it, he said nothing. The Trojans got angry, began to threaten Sinon… torture him… but he said the horse was a gift to the gods. A Trojan priest, Laocoön, didn’t believe him… he attacked the horse and wanted to set it alight. In response, the gods blinded him… but he didn’t give up. When he was attacked by serpents for his insolence, the Trojans began to believe Sinon and brought the horse through the gate. He got them to drop their guard, and Laocoön’s pleas fell on deaf ears. Then… Troy fell.”
 
   “…does this have anything to do with Rob?”
 
   “You just told us what we brought in here with Rob… and you’re worried about the serpents. I don’t blame you. But it doesn’t mean you’re wrong.” Rich states.
 
   “Correct me if I’m mistaken… but weren’t the Greeks the good guys?”
 
   “Not to the Trojans.”
 
    
 
   Taking advantage of the silence, Rich stands up, steadying his hand on my shoulder as he exits. “Talk to Mel.” Anderson follows shortly thereafter, leaving me alone to feel awful. Talk to Mel? Is he suggesting that she was trying to get out, or that she somehow attracted our attackers? That she was playing two sides of a power struggle and waiting to see who came out on top? Thankfully no one is around to see me slap myself. Am I dreaming, or am I under the false impression that the end of that conversation was insane? The more I try to sort it out, the more I imagine that Rich’s mythological parable was intended to apply to both Rob and Mel. What was the disadvantage of speaking plainly that saw him bring up mythology in the first place?
 
   “This sucks.” I say aloud. I now have to be wary of two people who apparently cannot be held responsible for themselves while keeping an eye out for the undead, considering the logistics of Alan’s group joining ours, and worrying if there will come a day when I’m hungry and have nothing to eat. Will there be a point where I can eliminate even one of those stresses? The thought burns me up to the point of apathy: what’s the point of continuing? The pursuit of happiness seems worthwhile only because of the chase. You love it only if you don’t realize you’re never going to catch up.
 
   I glance at the monitor to see if there are any shuffling corpses waiting to be loosed from the sub-mortal coil; seeing an empty front yard, I stand and open the door to find Jimmy standing outside. I forgot he was here, and I have no idea what to say to him. He puts his finger in his mouth and bites down, wiggling back and forth as he starts to smile, keeping his blue eyes trained on me. Feeling overcome by an overwhelming urge to hug him, I don’t restrain myself.
 
    
 
   “Why’d you do that?” He asks.
 
   “I just… ah… just wanted to.”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   “How are you holding up, bud?”
 
   “I miss dad and Tracy.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” I ask, choking back tears. “I miss my mom and dad.”
 
   “Am I ever gonna see them again?”
 
    
 
   Why did this have to happen to him? And me? I don’t think there’s a worse person he could’ve asked this question. Karen and Ally stressed the importance of being honest with the kids, but what kind of damage control can I do after telling him the truth? What if he starts crying? If he tells Karen or Ally what I say, they’re sure to rip me a new one, and despite never having the conversation at length, I’m sure my argument won’t stand up to their child rearing philosophies. Since I’ve already had a shitty day, I go for broke. “No… Jimmy… you’re not.” His face freezes halfway through scrunching, and he looks at me with a lack of understanding so profound it looses a tear from my eye.
 
    
 
   “Well who’s gonna sit with me when I fall asleep?” He asks.
 
   “Does Karen sit with you?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Does anyone else?”
 
   “Sometimes the other guy.”
 
   “Who?” I ask.
 
   “Ellie’s brother.”
 
   “Oh, Mur-ah… Colin.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Well… I want you to know… if you ever want someone to sit with you when you go to sleep, all you have to do is ask.”
 
   “Is Karen gonna die?”
 
   “No, no Jimmy… not for a very long time.”
 
   “She said Tracy died ‘cause she was sick… am I gonna get sick?”
 
   “No Jimmy… not like that… what happened to… what happened to Tracy is something… there are bad people out there, Jimmy. I don’t know if you’ve seen them… they walk around like they’re lost. And they make people sick by hurting them. That’s why we stay inside.”
 
   “Daddy said we stayed inside because we do what we’re told.”
 
   “You know… it’s just safer in here. We keep each other safe. And no matter what happens… I promise there will always be someone to keep you safe. Okay?”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   “You gonna be alright?”
 
   “I ain’t no fream!”
 
   “…alright then!”
 
    
 
   Jimmy skips off down the hall, effectively ending the most uncomfortable five minutes of my life. I take my time returning to my room, trying to make sense of what I just said and how he responded. Someday he’ll be an adult and he’ll look back on this conversation as deception; I may not have been actively dishonest, but the coat of sugar I put on these hard realities wouldn’t withstand even a drizzle of deliberation. What’s Karen going to say? Or Ally? Or Rich? What would Jimmy’s parents have said if they saw me having that conversation with him? Was any of my misdirection serious enough to alter his conception of the world? If I can’t make good on my promise to keep him safe, will he live long enough to make me regret it?
 
   I can’t stop myself from imbibing a huge drink while I sweat through the details. Soon enough, I invite thoughts about Rob’s fate; Rich seemed pretty cavalier about killing him, but I can’t decide whether the issue requires more thought. In light of Anderson’s revelations about Mel being confirmed by my brief conversations with our intruders not a week ago, I must now contend with the notion that I may be literally sleeping with the enemy. And I’m supposed to talk to her? What am I to say?
 
   After icing my back yet again, I curl up in bed. As I lift my arm to protect my neck from a phantom assailant and try to clear my thoughts, I find myself focusing on something I might otherwise have missed: I started this descent into troubling issues by acknowledging the fact that Jimmy will someday be an adult. On some level, that must mean I believe that our group will function well enough to see him surviving past puberty. Even if he’s emotionally crippled by growing up in a world of the undead, or if Mel is willing to sell us out at the drop of the hat, or even if we have to kill Rob to protect ourselves, Jimmy as an adult would be an astounding achievement. This notion comforts me enough to lull me to sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-29-04, WEDNESDAY
 
    
 
   Banging on the door yet again. I mumble a litany of curses as I stagger toward the handle, sure that yesterday’s wonderful recharge will be wasted on yet another night of lost sleep. This time, Rich is responsible.
 
    
 
   “You up?” He asks. What an asinine question.
 
   “…yes.”
 
   “Good, got more walkers comin’ in southwest.”
 
   “Alright…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said alright!”
 
    
 
   When I return to bed, I find Mel sleeping on the other side yet again. Unsure of when, how, and why she entered my room, I get dressed, get my gear, and find Anderson slinking along the science hallway as I head toward the stairwell. “Dude, don’t even think about it. Hang out with Sak or something.” His barely perceptible nod confirms that it will be awhile until he’s ready for action. Rich and Jake join me for yard duty, and the battle against the undead is a truly forgettable affair with yet another overwhelming victory for our side. The bodies are placed in the pool and I return to my room with a strong desire for a nap.
 
   Though I expect to find Mel still sleeping, I am greeted with Anderson staring out my windows and Mel absent. “Jesus Christ… I just wanna go to bed…” I mutter. Anderson turns, dropping a pile of AA battery packages before he faces me. My glance is powerful enough to suggest an obvious question, and he answers before I can verbalize: “These were in Sak’s room.” A reasonable pause follows before he continues.
 
    
 
   “Batteries… ammo… food… water…”
 
   “So…?” I start.
 
   “Sak’s hoarding.”
 
    
 
   I shake my head. If our little high school cabaret continues to be a seminar on how people become the worst versions of themselves in survival situations, we might as well dig our graves now.
 
    
 
   “So?” I sigh.
 
   “So? Who says he gets to keep his own personal stockpile?”
 
   “I don’t know, no one… do we have a rule about it?”
 
   “That’s not the…”
 
   “The point? Yes it is. No one told him he couldn’t do that.”
 
    
 
   Anderson stares at me.
 
    
 
   “I’ve had this conversation too many times.” I mutter. “Every other day someone’s being a prick about something and we have a talk about it. I’m tired of it. So what if he’s keeping some extra supplies?”
 
   “…he can’t do that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Dammit, Grey, they aren’t his supplies… they’re ours. You heard him when he was drunk… he thinks he’s entitled to them…”
 
   “So he’s a hoarder… you don’t think he’d share it in a pinch?”
 
   “No. I don’t. That’s my point.” Anderson continues.
 
   “Well what do you wanna do? Take it away? If he resists, we kill him too?”
 
   “Look, dude, if you’re gonna overreact…”
 
   “…when I said I’ve had this conversation too many times, I meant it. I don’t know why everyone comes to me with this crap.”
 
   “Yes you do.”
 
    
 
   It’s my turn to stare at him.
 
    
 
   “Don’t pretend you don’t want to be the guy. You’re the one making the plans, and we follow your lead. Yeah, me and Rich have a say, and you’re open to listening when it comes to how we do things… but you’re the one who decides to do them. So don’t puss out ‘cause it’s too hard.”
 
   “That’s a helluva thing for you to say to me.”
 
   “Yeah, well… deal with it.”
 
    
 
   Anderson heads for the door. “I’m not talking to Mursak.” I call after him. He doesn’t turn around as he responds. “I’ll do it.” Feeling as though I generally dedicate far too much thought to these matters, I decide I’m better off just going back to sleep and trying to block it out. While I’m drifting off, I think I hear some faint noise in my room, but I manage to block that out as well.
 
    
 
   When I wake up again, the sun has already begun setting. Recalling the brief interruption I had while drifting off, I quickly surmise that the only thing in my room capable of making noise on its own is my cell phone. I pick it up to discover I have 26 missed calls; two from my parents, and the remainder from Alan.
 
   I listen to a few messages and glean that my mom wants me to call her back, while Alan’s water problem is only getting worse. Thankfully, he suggests his group has the reserves to hold out for another week, but repeated attempts to treat the tap water have produced no discernable results. Jack suggested that they boil it to remove possible pathogens, but this has tended to make the water slightly darker and significantly fouler. Because of this, Jack believes the water is contaminated with petroleum, and they’re in the dark on how it can be removed.
 
   Well aware of my previous reputation for procrastinating, I decide to hold off on calling him back. I avoid the cafeteria by getting myself some food through the back channels and return to my room to eat alone. As I take in my daily ration, I refocus on my previous assessment; namely, that I’m a procrastinator. I don’t want to talk to Mel, deal with the kids, tell Mursak we know about his hoarding, discuss a rescue of our Penn State friends, confront Rob about his murder, or return to the community college. I want to live without these disturbances and spend my last days doing something I can enjoy.
 
   I can’t believe what an asshole I am. 
 
   I’m sure my brother’s vision of heaven would be exceeded by our excesses when he was literally staring death in the face. I could wake up to my last day on earth at any time, and I’m bitching about leisure. I’ve done nothing over the last half-week, believing I’ve earned a vacation from retrieving Mel and Helen from a group of people who essentially wanted to avoid a fight with us. We killed them anyway, and my guilt has manifested itself through the fear of having my throat slit in my sleep.
 
   Without stopping to think, I get up and seek out Rich. After a search that lasts twenty minutes, I find him in the basement boiler room, just a few feet from where I first met him on the night when this began. The look with which he greets me suggests he’s ready to listen, so I don’t hold anything back.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to the community center tomorrow, and when I get back, we’re rescuing Alan.”
 
   “…these are orders?” Rich asks.
 
   “This is what we have to do. Anderson already gave me this line of shit and I’m past it. Do you want to walk me through our plans?”
 
   “What plans?”
 
   “Exactly. We can’t spend the rest of our lives holed up in here, waiting to die.”
 
   “We don’t know it ends like that.”
 
   “Oh come on, Rich… everyone who dies comes back, so losing one means adding another to their side. That’s not a war you can win. We die in here or we die out there… we’ve got half a dozen people in Penn State who are gonna die of thirst… we’ve got a building full of supplies less than a mile from here… if you and Anderson outvote me, I’ll go behind your backs, if you want to kick me out, I’ll go it alone, if you want to kill me, go ahead… if you can live with ignoring this, fine… I CAN’T! Got it?”
 
   “Yeah. You make a compelling argument.”
 
    
 
   After about four seconds, we burst into hysterics. Watching his face as he laughs pushes my amusement past the realm of simple delight and into transcendent catharsis.
 
    
 
   “Anyone ever told you you come on strong?” Rich asks.
 
   “First I’ve heard of it.”
 
   “All the same, I’m on your side. You’re right… you’ve just gotta change your approach.”
 
   “Yeah… Jesus, Rich, I’m sorry… I just got tired of dragging my feet. All this shit going on here I don’t want to deal with… saving these people… stocking up… that matters. Know what I mean?”
 
   “Yeah man… what shit going on here?”
 
   “Ah… you know… Mel… Rob… Sak’s hoarding supplies… you heard that?”
 
   “Doesn’t surprise me.” Rich replies.
 
   “And you’re not worried?”
 
   “They’re still here, aren’t they?”
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it.” I concede.
 
   “Look… he’s paranoid, he’s got a little sister… I don’t blame him.” Rich shrugs, continuing. “About tomorrow… it’s your op. Gimme the roster and we’re cool.”
 
   “You sounded a bit like Anderson there.”
 
   “Yeah, well… we rub off on each other.”
 
   “Is that, like… a communal shower thing…?”
 
    
 
   Rich chuckles as he extends his hand to shake, which turns into a hug before I quite literally leave him to his devices. I get more food and spend some time wandering the compound, trying to think through how we should handle the trip to the community center tomorrow. Mel might have the best knowledge of the layout, and making her an integral part of the mission could give us insight into her state of mind. Karen is probably the best person to determine the necessary supplies, Anderson’s gonna want to get off the bench, and Jake might appreciate a chance to step up. If Anderson picks the supplies and makes the initial plan, he’ll be guaranteed to find the arrangement amenable.
 
   When I inform Anderson of this plan, he vigorously agrees and asks for time alone to develop our approach. Once I’ve discussed it in the abstract with Jake and Karen, and once she’s supplied me with more naproxen, I return to my room to strike another box on my mental checklist, luckily finding Mel waiting in my bed. Sitting up on several pillows with a magazine in her hands, she acknowledges my presence with a dismissive smirk.
 
   For a moment, I struggle to grasp what’s different about her face, but I finally notice she’s wearing glasses for the first time since we’ve met. Her narrow brown eyes stay fixed on her reading material, belying their enormity when she feels anything other than indifference. I quietly change into my sleeping clothes, tending to both the computer and my cell phone before turning my attention back to Mel. “So…” I open unintelligently. Her eyes rise over the magazine by way of acknowledging me.
 
    
 
   “Is that all you had?” She asks.
 
   “Look, uh… we’re going back to DC cubed tomorrow… and, well… you probably know it best…”
 
   “…sure.”
 
   “So, you’re in?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
    
 
   I let a reasonable silence cling to the air before continuing.
 
    
 
   “If you don’t want to…”
 
   “Do I have a choice?” She asks.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “You sure make it seem that way.”
 
   “Look, Mel… I don’t know what happened…”
 
   “No…” She interrupts. “You don’t.”
 
   “Mel…”
 
   “I thought I made it pretty clear I didn’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “It’s not like we’re unsympathetic…” I add.
 
   “You really think I give a shit about your sympathy? You think it changes anything?”
 
   “…yeah, I do.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes enlarge as they roll in annoyance. Catching my injuriously vulnerable countenance, she closes the magazine. “What do you want? You’re obviously after something.” She replies. I look down at the floor, finding no answers. Maybe the direct approach is the best one. “Helen said you wanted to go with them.” I say finally. I study Mel’s response, but she doesn’t move a muscle.
 
    
 
   “You can see why that’s a problem…” I continue. “I don’t want to believe it… but if you really want out, there’s no one stopping you…”
 
   “…I did what I needed to survive. Okay?” She interrupts. “That’s it. If I wanted to run, I woulda followed Matt that first night. I’m not here just ‘coz I think I’m safe. I want to be here.”
 
   “…and…” I continue eventually. “…you want to stay with me?”
 
   “You want me out?”
 
   “…no… I wanna know why.”
 
    
 
   She shakes her head as she looks at the ceiling, and then brings her eyes down to her lap. “I can’t sleep alone anymore.” I nod for a moment before I get up and join her in bed. Mel looks at me with some mixture of passivity and embarrassment before I reach out to hug her and get a tentative embrace back. I can’t shake some lingering uneasiness, even as she drops the magazine and rolls over to go to sleep. If she’s lying, she almost sold me, but I’ll still sleep with my arm draped over my neck. Maybe I’ll feel better once we check DC cubed. If there’s an ambush, I can only hope I’m ready for it, and she’s not in on it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




12-30-04, THURSDAY
 
    
 
   Every time Mel touches me in my sleep, I wake up and push her away. As if that isn’t bad enough, the combination of her body heat and the comforter make the bed too hot, so I can’t get comfortable and end up imitating a psychogenic washer on spin cycle, perceiving each brief moment of consciousness with vague thematic significance that imbues my sleeping positions with a distinct mood and temperament. I break the sequence by getting up for some water and settle into a more or less fitful sleep sometime after the sun has risen.
 
    
 
   My next conscious thought is tied to gunfire. Once I’ve processed this, I recognize the potential danger and rocket out of bed, unable to stop to dress myself or put on shoes. When I’ve made it to the hallway, I can better process that the gunshots are coming from above me. I bolt up the greenhouse steps, blow through the door, and quickly find Anderson and Jake lying prone on the roof, each pointing their respective rifles into the street. Both fire in succession, and I watch as one of them fells a Zombie. “Why waste the bullets?” I ask. “Trying to prove I can shoot to this sawed-off prick.” Anderson mutters to Jake, who chuckles.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, well, you’re about 80% on accuracy so far.” Jake replies.
 
   “I’d like to see you shoot better, little prick.”
 
   “Any reason you need to prove that?” I ask.
 
   “We still headed to DC cubed?”
 
   “Yeah…?”
 
   “Then I’d better prove it.”
 
   “Well… don’t waste too much ammo.”
 
   “He’s already wasted about 20%.” Jake sniggers.
 
   “Go fuck yourself!” Anderson spits back.
 
    
 
   I yawn and stretch. “Well… I’m gettin’ breakfast together. Better move before we lose the sun.” I don’t get an acknowledgement as they return to shooting. Breakfast consists of tea and toaster pastries, and all the while Jake and Anderson debate about their accuracy. Only a few crucial moments are expended on the day’s plan: Anderson, Jake, Mel and I were pretty much a given, and Karen asks to come along as well. I sense some urgency as she voices this, but I’m unable to tell whether this has more do with general malaise over being stuck indoors or if she’s getting fed up with Rich.
 
   Since I was the first one to start eating, I find myself the first one to finish as well. With our impending trip to the community college preying on my mind, I head up to the keep and start loading up on supplies. When I exit the weapons closet, I find Rich waiting for me.
 
    
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “Look, I know Karen wants to go… but I think she should stay put.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Does she strike you as exhausted?”
 
   “We all are…” I start, moving past him.
 
   “No shit.” He replies, following me into the hall. “Think I would’ve said something if I didn’t realize that?”
 
   “I can’t tell her to stay put… she’s the best person to determine supplies and she’s been cooped up too long.”
 
   “Can we vote on it?”
 
    
 
   Without hesitation, I head to the security office and instruct Anderson to meet us in 218. A few minutes pass before he joins us.
 
    
 
   “So, does Karen stay, or does she go?” I ask him.
 
   “What?” Anderson replies.
 
   “Do you vote she goes with us?”
 
   “I dunno… she volunteered, right?”
 
   “But do you think she’s unfit?” Rich asks.
 
   “No more than me…?”
 
   “So you vote she goes?” I ask.
 
   “… I vote she makes her own decision.”
 
   “Then she goes.” Rich says.
 
    
 
   Once Rich departs in a huff, we get our gear together and Anderson informs Mursak that he’s responsible for the kids while we’re gone. In short order, Mel, Jake, and Karen all prepare themselves, with all three of them carrying largely empty bags to assist with hoarding supplies. I find myself a hoodie for another layer to combat the cold. At 2:15, we queue up at the gate and head out. Anderson insists on driving the Humvee, since he’s apparently the only person ‘rated’ to operate the vehicle, and our sortie to DC cubed begins in earnest.
 
   The drive reminds me of our previous foray despite the fact that we’re now heading to our destination in daylight. The Humvee unsurprisingly navigates well despite the slight accumulation of snow, and as we pull into the parking lot, I’m surprised to find myself thinking of Julia. After a moment, I realize I’ve spaced out long enough to forget what we were doing. The Humvee is stopped in the street adjacent to DC cubed while Anderson surveys the parking lot entrance.
 
    
 
   “What gives?” I ask.
 
   “Just making sure…” Anderson replies.
 
   “…well?”
 
   “Got a few Zs.”
 
    
 
   I retrain my eyes on the complex, eventually finding a few bodies lurking around the spot where I killed Mike. For some reason, I concentrate less on our approach and more on how awkward it is to sit in a car with a katana on my belt. When Anderson pulls up in front of the broken window, the undead begin ambling toward us. “Melee only…” He intones, pulling up his crowbar. I feel as though this direction is implicit, but realize the sensitive nature of gunning them down when we might have one or more assailants listening inside.
 
   As we cut down the bodies, including the resurrected Mike, I consider that the remaining Zombies may be the first clue that we got them all. If anyone had survived, they’d have cleared out the surrounding area before taking stock of their supplies and considering the next course of action. “You bagged him?” Anderson asks me. I don’t fully understand the question; when I turn around, he motions to the slashed throat on Mike’s corpse. “Yeah.” I respond finally.
 
   “Next time you do that, make sure he doesn’t come back.” This instruction rouses an unexpected level of irritation that bubbles up into word vomit. “Saying that now is about as useful as telling me to wipe a week after I’ve taken a dump.” The suddenness and aggressiveness of my response catches Anderson off guard. “Well, either way, you didn’t finish something you started.”
 
   We both chuckle at the remark and I get the sense that he may varnish his orders in the future. The five of us then loot the bodies for supplies. I quickly locate Mike’s wallet and discover his full name: Mike Moretti Jr. I recall at least one Moretti within three years of me at high school, and I have to wonder if he belongs to the same family that owns a contracting firm in Broomall. The odds favor this assumption, but I can’t imagine this fact being useful.
 
   Before we get any further, Anderson asks me to detail the specifics of our assault, and once he’s satisfied, we head in. Our first target is the room where Dave and his compatriots met their end; Anderson enters first to assess the damage, the increasingly rancid smell gasping into the hall when he opens the door.
 
    
 
   “This looks internal to me…” Anderson starts, covering his beard. “Can’t be sure though.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Karen asks with a cough.
 
   “The shots… doesn’t look like a firefight… there’d be bullet holes in the walls. I’m guessin’ someone got infected and it just went downhill from there. Got ammo here.”
 
    
 
   Anderson carefully hands some loose rounds off to Jake, and I get the impression that he’s trying to mask the lingering handicap from his concussion. The fact that there is still ammo in here would further support his assertion that these people killed each other; if Moretti’s group had, they would’ve disarmed them and taken the ammunition as well. Anderson lifts Dave’s Benelli shotgun from the floor, essentially confirming this fact.
 
   A wave of nausea passes through me, likely a partial result of the smell, but the major contributing factor is the certainty that our prior assailants were too unsettled by this scene to so much as set foot in the room. Not only does this effect my perception of them as cold-blooded killers, it makes me consider our own ruthlessness, since we can apparently scour this room without difficulty. 
 
   As I watch Anderson remove Dave’s tactical armor, I think back to when Tracy Dantis arrived at the high school. If I was preoccupied when she showed up, I was certainly absorbed by the mess afterward, so I didn’t give credence to the fact that her first question was whether Dave was with us. Was that some ludicrous cosmic coincidence, or was she looking for this guy?
 
   After dressing himself in Dave’s tactical armor, Anderson leads us out of the room and shuts the door. Shock blasts my nervous system when I see the undead closing in on us from either side of the hall, their reflections on the dark floor-to-ceiling windows making it difficult to tell how many we’re facing. I temper myself with the knowledge that we seem to have them outnumbered, but a significant concern is raised by the fact that we hadn’t noticed them until now. Anderson lays into the group to our right while Mel and Karen go after the bodies to the left, and a showdown of a few seconds ends with an easy victory.
 
   However, they weren’t done. As Anderson finishes off his batch, three more round the corner. Jake joins him to deal with them, and I head down the hall and turn left to find a few more stragglers. I decapitate the first one with a katana strike, but the end of my swing sees the blade lodged in the wooden handrail aligning the windows to my right. Rather than attempt to extricate it, I pull out my trench knife and take out the next one.
 
   With the next two about a dozen feet away, I put my foot into the handrail and pop the katana free. I quickly decapitate two more and pay heed to the ones behind him before trotting back to the corner, where I find Anderson crumpled in a heap on the floor. “You alright?” I ask. His response comes as a thumb up as he takes a few deep breaths. Noticing that I’m winded myself, I loose the inhaler from my belt and take a hit as my next victim draws closer.
 
   I remove his head as well, figuring that the next one will reach me before I can wind up for a full blow. I grab the trench knife and rupture the front of her forehead. She doesn’t stop trying to bite me, but the spike in her skull allows me plenty of leverage to keep her away. Once I’ve pulled her head back, I pull out the trench knife and force it back in as hard as I can, twisting it around, ramming it in over and over until her skull snaps open from the top and I pound my fist directly into her exposed brain.
 
   She lets out a painful sounding groan as I push her body to the floor and step on her skull; it cracks open, gushing dark purple pulp and oily blood. When the next one gets close, I sock her in the jaw and take down the one next to her. I then continuously punch the remaining corpse with the knuckle duster until shattered teeth begin dribbling out of his mouth, knock him to the ground, and finally puncture the base of his skull. “Is that it?” I ask back into the hallway.
 
   “Looks it.” Jake says back. I remove my weapons, wipe them off on the clothes of my victims, and sheath them. Looking at my katana blade reveals that it is overdue for another cleaning. My first conceptions of this weapon were that it would last forever in combat with the undead, but I now must wonder how much more mileage I can get out of it before I have to replace the blade. If it comes to that, I will be without a primary melee weapon.
 
   We take a few minutes to have some water and rest up before sweeping the rest of the first floor, finding nothing more than an empty vending machine and two more wandering corpses. Jake opines that if there were anyone else in the building, they surely would have heard our assault and arrived to inspect. Anderson and I agree before insisting that we rest again before taking on the second floor.
 
   Befitting our prior visit, the second floor features nothing of interest, just two more ambling bodies, one of which Mel previously peppered with M-16 rounds. Explaining this to Anderson brings about another lecture concerning the necessity of headshots. After another brief rest, we head up to the third floor where Anderson finds my ruined Kevlar and has me explain how I got shot. We then find the immobile corpses of our last victims and move them into room 302 after we’ve searched their clothes. Finally, we discover that turning right instead of going straight on this floor would’ve introduced us to their supply room. We score a lot more 9mm bullets, five fully loaded clips for the M-16A4s, a crate of 5.56 ammo, another hunting rifle, cases of food and water, a few pairs of night vision goggles, and some limited body armor.
 
   Once I’ve walked Anderson through the final aspects of our assault, he makes a few appropriately modest comments and we return our haul to the Humvee; unsurprisingly, the ammo crate takes four of us to cart out to the vehicle. It’s just starting to get dark outside, but since the lights in the college are still working, we agree that we’re better off trying to search the whole building before heading home. Anderson loads up on food, Mel empties her bag, and the rest of us leave our wares in the Humvee. After looking over the M35, Anderson decides that we should just leave it since it’s too bulky and loud to suit our needs, but he does enlist our help to remove the snowplow and secure it to the Humvee.
 
   While we make a second sweep of the third floor, Anderson abandons humility to give us crap about having improperly cleared the hallway. Just when I think he’s beginning to realize that we’re losing patience with him, he starts in on something else. Mel finally interrupts to insist on a bathroom break and subtly hints that I should follow her. Once at the door of the lady’s room, she makes her opinion clear: “He needs to shut the fuck up.” I laugh before replying.
 
    
 
   “Well… what are you gonna do?”
 
   “Tell him he’s pissing me off!” Mel hisses.
 
   “I can’t imagine that making the situation much better. He’ll just get defensive, then he’ll never shut up.”
 
   “Ugh. He’s so annoying.”
 
   “We all have our faults.”
 
   “Really? What’s yours?”
 
   “…I dunno… and say what you will about Anderson… he saved our asses a bunch of times.” I say bluntly. “I can let it slide… I’m alive because of him.”
 
   “Whatever, I’m just saying it’s like he’s trying to impress us with this shit…”
 
   “I won’t disagree… just remember that he never puts himself before anyone else.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess…” Mel replies. “So, you wanna get out of here so I can take a piss?”
 
    
 
   I laugh, and then she apprises me of her seriousness and I’m forced to walk away. Anderson is waiting just down the hall from the bathroom, smoking a clove. “Bum one?” I ask as I approach, and he obliges.
 
    
 
   “Where’s Jake and Karen?” I ask.
 
   “Looking around.”
 
   “How’s your noggin?”
 
   “Holdin’ up… I’m no Lindros.”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief. Hey, uh… heard anything from Lissy?”
 
   “She’s in a small safe-house in Michigan with her husband and Jo.”
 
    
 
   Lissy, short for Alicia, and Jo, short for Joanna, are his sisters. He also has two brothers, Eric and Brett. Brett is autistic and goes to a special school, while Eric has had a drug problem severe enough to cause physical altercations between him and Anderson. Though I guarantee Anderson remembers his last confrontation with Eric, he most assuredly can’t remember how long ago it was. In fact, he rarely brings up his siblings unless asked, but this feels like an appropriate moment.
 
    
 
   “What about Eric and Brett?”
 
   “Dunno.” He mutters, exhaling. “Eric was trying to get Brett.”
 
   “Oh good…”
 
    
 
   During the reasonable pause that ensues, I vow to remember that he’s spoken to Eric in the last two months. I can’t imagine what it’s like to worry about four siblings. Is that worse, or is the fact that I have only one that much more devastating? The question engages a level of bias that leaves me too uncomfortable to make suppositions. Reflecting on our potential voyage to Penn State, I feel it’s only appropriate to extend the same type of treatment for Anderson’s family.
 
    
 
   “You know…” I start. “We can talk about gettin’ ‘em…”
 
   “Nah…” Anderson responds quickly. “I mean… think about it tactically… our chance of surviving a trip to Michigan and back…?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “And I’d have to find them… no network, no intel… I tried calling… that’s all I can do. I want ‘em here… don’t doubt that for a second… but we step ten feet off our property, our chance for survival drops fifty percent.”
 
   “That much?”
 
   “Whatever, you know what I mean… we can’t control it. You misfire, trip, run out of breath… that’s it.”
 
   “I’m still shocked that we can talk about this like it’s a video game. You’re talking about our lives.”
 
    
 
   Anderson gives me a thoughtful nod by way of ending the conversation. It would seem that most of our time hanging out before the arising was spent avoiding tough issues, as it was my preference to let him forget whatever was troubling him and just have a good time. We stand silently, smoking our cloves, firing up three more as Mel comes out of the bathroom and joins us. When Jake comes around the corner having found nothing of interest, Anderson stomps out his butt.
 
    
 
   “Alright, Anderson, what now?” I ask.
 
   “You said it seemed like they were only in this part of the building?”
 
   “Yeah, I mean, that’s where all their bodies are…”
 
   “Wait, Jeff, don’t you have asthma?” Mel asks suddenly.
 
   “…yeah?”
 
   “Then why are you smoking cloves?”
 
   “I don’t inhale. Besides, it’s not, like, life-threatening…” She stares hard at me for advancing his logic. “You know what I mean… ask Karen, I’ve seen her bum a few puffs from Anderson now and then…”
 
   “Where is Karen?” Jake asks.
 
    
 
   We all freeze and look past each other.
 
    
 
   “I thought she was with you?” Anderson asks.
 
   “KAR!” I shout.
 
   “Shh, don’t yell…” Mel says.
 
   “Wait, wait, be quiet for a second…” Anderson says. We all listen to the silence in the building. “No one heard her scream?”
 
   “What if there’s someone else inside?” Mel asks quietly.
 
   “Alright, Melody, Jeff, go left, me and Jake go right.” Anderson says quickly. “Radios on, weapons ready.”
 
    
 
   We immediately go into a doorway, open it, scan inside, and then shut it as Anderson and Jake jog down the breezeway. Mel and I run into different bathrooms, and once I’ve checked under the stalls I run back into the hallway again. There’s an open door in the hall a few feet from where we were smoking, so I run in and find Karen on the floor in the corner, balled up and shaking slightly. “Anderson, got her, 308, over and out.” I walk over quietly, motioning for Mel to stay in the doorway. “Karen.” I whisper. She doesn’t respond, so I kneel down next to her and put my hand on her forehead, finding it quite warm. I take off my trench coat and drape it over her.
 
   “What is it?” Anderson asks from the doorway. “She’s sick,” I murmur. “We’ll let her rest.…” I turn around to see Mel, Anderson, and Jake staring at me fearfully. “Did you say she’s sick?” Jake asks. My response at first is a shrug and a quick shake of the head, then it hits me like a bucket of ice down the back of my pants. She’s sick. We all go outside the room, close the door, and sit on the floor. Mel is the first to talk after an awkward silence.
 
    
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “Let her sleep… when she wakes up, ask if she can diagnose herself.” Anderson says.
 
   “Well Ally’s a shrink, so she went to med school…” I add.
 
   “We don’t have anything… specific in our supplies.” Anderson opines. “High school nurses can’t give prescriptions, so all we can do is treat symptoms.”
 
   “And right now, everything is a serious illness.” Jake adds. “Even a cold.”
 
   “We’ll just have to wait,” I offer. “We’re certainly not making any decisions now. Let her sleep. When she wakes up, we head home.”
 
   “We have to be careful…” Mel starts. “We don’t want whatever she’s got…”
 
   “If we don’t have it already.” Jake says.
 
    
 
   We sit in silence for a few moments before Anderson reaches into his backpack for dinner and the rest of us join in. Between the four of us, we split two MREs. As we finish, Jake starts up conversation again.
 
    
 
   “So what do you think our chances of getting rescued are?”
 
   “Moderate.” Anderson says, glaring at me. That means non-existent. “I mean, slowing them down isn’t gonna happen unless they find some magical way to kill them. If the government puts together some strongholds with enough ammo…”
 
   “What about the militia rescues?” I ask.
 
   “Oh, you must have missed that part of the last broadcast…”
 
   “Yeah,” Mel breaks in. “A militia showed up at a news station in DC… and that was the last they heard of ‘em. They were supposed to keep the network informed.”
 
   “So, no news is bad news. Grey, you talk to Alan?”
 
   “He left me about twenty messages… they’ve got about a week.”
 
   “Shit…” Anderson replies. “He’d better be prepping.”
 
   “I’ll call him when we get back tonight, maybe he can use MapQuest to plot a reconnoiter.”
 
    
 
   I notice Jake looking around pensively. After a moment, he speaks. “What happens if we lose Karen?” Everyone is quiet. I didn’t want him to say that, but it’s a valid point. “Well… we’ll have to move on.” I say, recognizing it’s a terrible answer. A loud crash downstairs interrupts the possibility of further conversation, so we get up and run into the room next to 308 for a look out the windows, finding about twenty undead entering the complex in a swarm around the Humvee. “Ah, shit…” I say flatly. “We’d better wake her.” Jake says as he walks toward 308, but Anderson grabs him before he gets to the door.
 
    
 
   “That’s our way out. So don’t talk. They may just move on.”
 
   “And if they don’t?” Jake asks.
 
   “We can take ‘em…” I reply.
 
   “Oh yeah? What about Karen? We’re not leaving her up here alone, and we’re not taking her downstairs like that. That means at least one person stays with her, so only three people can fight.”
 
   “Oh come on, it’s like, twenty.” I add. “I’ve taken twelve on my own. Christ, Mel and I can take care of it…”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mel asks.
 
   “That two of us can do it… so, Jake stays here and the rest of us go down.”
 
   “No way.” Anderson replies sternly. “We don’t know how many are already in, or how many are behind them.”
 
   “It’s not your decision.”
 
   “It’s not yours either… so, what… call Rich or flip a coin?”
 
   “They’re just gonna do what they always do…” I start. “Cut off the exits and box us in, unless we get out now.”
 
   “Look, we know you’re trying to kill as many of those things as you can…”
 
   “Yeah, let’s leave that shit out of it…” I snort.
 
   “Knock it off.” Mel says, butting in. She motions to both of us. “You’re being an asshole, you’re being an asshole… we’re not gonna figure this out until you put your dicks away.”
 
   “How ‘bout we watch the staircase…” Anderson starts. “If they come up, two of us take Karen out another way and the others create a diversion.”
 
   “Works for me.” I reply.
 
   “So, who’s creating the diversion?” Mel asks.
 
   “Me and Jake’ll look for a way out. One of you watches the stairs, the other watches Karen.”
 
   “I got the stairs…” Anderson says.
 
   “Great, so I’m the babysitter.” Mel growls.
 
   “Only one of us has military training.”
 
   “Oh, I forgot you were in the army.”
 
   “…really?”
 
   “No, retard, you only bring it up every twenty minutes.”
 
    
 
   Anderson looks like he wants to slug her, and though I don’t agree with her phrasing, the conclusion is erudite. I butt in before Anderson tries to retort. “We better get moving… hit the stairwell… I think I know another way out.” Anderson yanks at his weapon and slinks off down the hall as Jake and I head in the opposite direction. The breezeway seems like the way to go, but I only have vague ideas on how to proceed.
 
   A thin strip of the floor in the breezeway is cleanly illuminated by the tungsten light cast from the side of the building, making it difficult to see where the breezeway ends and the unlit connecting hall begins. Jake and I duck and crawl to remain clear of the windows. Halfway across I peek through the glass to find that the group around the Humvee has swollen.
 
    
 
   “You really don’t think we should call Rich?” Jake asks.
 
   “No. He’ll just be a dick.”
 
   “I dunno… he’s a good listener.” Jakes huffs as we near the hallway.
 
   “Not when it comes to Karen… you think he’s better than Ally?”
 
   “All Ally does is ask questions.”
 
   “…wow, she totally does.” I concede.
 
   “Rich talks to you… you know?”
 
   “Yeah… talks down to you…”
 
   “Nah, he just gets jealous. You can tell he wants to be the adult, y’know?”
 
   “Maybe…”
 
   “It’s not a bad thing…” Jake continues. “At least he’s trying.”
 
    
 
   Jake and I stand up as we get to the connecting hall; this section of the building doesn’t have corridors lined with glass like the other, so the orange exit sign to our left explodes out of the darkness. Following this glow, we find the stairwell empty, giving us a surefire escape route to the Humvee. All we need to do is draw in the bodies near our vehicle and we should be home free.
 
   We return to 308 to find Mel sitting outside holding her knees, her gun sticking out between her legs. “You alright?” I ask. When she turns to look at me, the barely visible light from outside reflects off of her eyes. She doesn’t need to say anything. I take off my hoodie to hand over and she accepts it without a word. I silently hope my flannel shirt will suffice against the cold as I join Anderson at the stairwell, aware that Jake and Mel are carrying out a conversation in whispers behind me.
 
    
 
   “How’s it look?” I ask.
 
   “Same… you?” Anderson replies.
 
   “Looks like we can sneak out the back.”
 
   “Good…”
 
    
 
   For about a minute, I try to listen in to Jake and Mel’s conversation, but I can’t even make out a context. My concentration is broken when Anderson’s rifle clicks; I turn back toward the stairwell to see a body slump against the wall as a burbling mass of black blood cascades down his temple. “They’re gettin’ curious…” I glide over to an adjacent window and look down to see an unfamiliar throng of corpses pushing past the Humvee to get in, meaning most of the group I saw before has already breached the lobby. “I’m checking the breezeway…” I mutter, taking off my boots to make as little noise as possible.
 
   I jog past Mel and Jake, sliding myself into a prone position as I crawl through the breezeway. Once I’m beyond the edge of the building that obstructs my view of the Humvee, I pop my head up and find that very little has changed. I sigh in relief the same moment I hear a door close in the adjacent building. The hair on the back of my neck stands up as tears coat my eyes. A click echoes from the hallway behind me as I crawl toward the next junction.
 
   I stand up and slink toward the connecting hall once I’m clear of the breezeway, seeing little other than the exit sign. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, giving my eyes a moment to acclimate to the dark. I open them to find a silhouette staggering down the hall toward me; our previously arranged exit is now officially compromised. I rip my katana free and deprive him of his head, hearing nothing but the padded thud of his melon shaking the floor, followed by the body crumpling with a soft echo.
 
   The chunky click of a crash bar on the stairwell door is followed by a woman’s body sliding through the opening. I sheathe my katana and pull out my trench knife, advancing and incapacitating her with one blow. There are two more behind her and I take care of them in similar fashion. I sheath the trench knife and listen to a few disparate gasps as more ascend the stairwell beneath me. I silently debate using my shoeless foot to drag the corpses in an effort to block the door, ultimately deciding against it.
 
   I’m careful to avoid the skunked blood as I make my way back to the breezeway, listening to the displaced head of my previous victim taking soft bites at the air. Discarding my previous attempt at stealth, I run back through the breezeway and put my boots on before rejoining Anderson.
 
    
 
   “They know we’re in here… the exit’s compromised.”
 
   “How bad?” Anderson asks, loosing another suppressed shot.
 
   “Three I saw… heard about a half-dozen more.”
 
   “The Humvee’s all that matters… we need about a minute to get out safe.”
 
   “Okay… okay… yeah… then let’s move…”
 
    
 
   Anderson takes another shot, producing nothing but a trigger click. My blood runs cold; this is officially the only time I’ve seen Anderson pull a trigger not realizing that he’d run out of ammo. He silently curses, yanking himself away from the door as he begins reloading. “We might not have enough bullets.” Following what I just saw, this is the single most terrifying thing he could say. 
 
   “Check the exit again… then we move Karen.” I swallow hard as I nod, running on my toes past Mel and Jake. “What’s going on?” Mel asks quietly. I wave my arm for her to quiet down in response, stopping in the breezeway to look down at the Humvee again. When I see that the surrounding area is barren, I chuckle nervously, wandering toward the windows on the opposite side of the breezeway, something I hadn’t considered doing before.
 
   My first impression is tied to the faded tungsten bulbs on either side of the complex, offering very little illumination of the snow-coated brick walkways. Beyond the edge of the buildings is a grassy hill leading down to a black thatch of trees I can’t see beyond, but thanks to the light, I can still detect movement; at least forty bodies are crawling up the hill in a scene that could only be approximated by a nightmare. Those approaching the top are splitting into two groups, each one drifting toward one of the two buildings connected by the breezeway. I have no idea if they’re getting in, and this is cause for concern.
 
   I jog toward the next intersection and find two more bodies navigating the dark hallway with another joining from the doorway behind them. I pull my katana again, taking another head before I needlessly twirl it in the air, giving myself a taste of bravado. After the second decapitation, I cringe as a pistol shot echoes through the hall behind me. Game over. If there was any doubt they knew we were in here, it has just been erased.
 
   I consider pulling my piece as well, but I opt to sheathe the katana again in favor of the trench knife as I hear shouting in the breezeway. I brain another as the shouting continues, distracting me long enough for the next corpse to scratch its fingernails down the fabric of my flannel shirt. I give her a kick in the stomach for her troubles and fail to ascertain the number behind her as I run back for the breezeway, not seeing anyone on the other side. “ANDERSON!” I call out. He pops out from the corner at the end of the hall, heaving as blood drips off his crowbar. “Where are they?!” I bellow. “Jake’s looking for a way out, Melody’s got Karen… move, now!” I look behind me in just enough time to avoid the grasp of a fresh-looking corpse and run for Anderson.
 
   A scream rips through the building, loud enough to interrupt my footing and send me tumbling toward Anderson’s feet. “JEFF! JEFF!” Jake calls out. Anderson grabs my collar and pulls me up as he peels off down the hall, leaving me to struggle against a field of inert, bloody corpses as two bodies stumble through the stairwell door behind us. “FUCK!” I scream, swimming to my feet and again ripping my katana free as Anderson disappears down the dark hallway. “WHAT’S HAPPENING?!” I shout after him. “COME ON!”
 
   I turn the corner in his wake and see a crowd of Zombies. I stop and prop myself against the wall as Anderson barrels forward at an unnatural pace, bulldozing through the swarm to reveal Jake with his foot on the shoulder of a grounded corpse, struggling to free a crowbar lodged in its bleeding skull. Anderson grabs Jake and throws him past the bodies struggling to regain footing; Jake hits the floor and rolls as the crowbar pops out of his hands while Anderson pushes back a crowd I hadn’t seen before, making four impossibly fast swings and revealing that the hallway is empty beyond them. “JAKE!” I scream.
 
   Jake scrambles to his feet and runs to me as I look around the corner we just turned, finding more gaining on us from the other side. For a moment, I consider breaking the floor-to-ceiling windows and jumping into the forest below, but I remember the nightmare of corpses scaling the hill and envision trying to escape them with broken legs. “Where’s Karen?!” I shout as Jake points off toward Anderson. Putting his arm around mine for support, I run us back down the hall as I catch sight of Anderson’s silhouette laying into pile of corpses, producing the sort of tuneless tenor wail that instantly reduces me to tears. Feeling as though my neck is wet, I look at Jake to see he’s covered with blood.
 
   “ANDERSON!” I shout in desperation. Following Jake’s lead, I navigate past Anderson and tumble into a supply room, where we both collapse on the floor and Jake coughs as his entire body shakes, giving me the impression that some unseen wound is draining his blood. “What the…” I push him away from me as he coughs again. “Scratch… scratch… I’m scratched!” He mumbles. I push my fingers through his sopping t-shirt, lifting it to find thin streaks of red liquid up and down his entire torso. “Take it off!” I shout. He does, and before I can do anything else, Mel swoops in with an old labcoat and begins wiping off his chest.
 
   “Where is it?” She asks. Jake shakes his head, struggling against her as his arms flail around his face. “WHERE IS IT?!” He slaps his hand against his shoulder, bringing our attention to a patch of roughed up skin. Mel rips the top off a bottle of rubbing alcohol and squeezes it, blasting a deluge of clear liquid at the wound before wiping it off with the lab coat. He’s not bleeding, and it doesn’t look like his wound broke skin.
 
   The door explodes open to reveal Anderson soaked in blood and breathing heavily. “COME ON, MOTHERFUCKERS, IT’S TIME !” His ethereal cadence has the three of us scrambling to our feet. For some reason, I have the impression that my vision is shaking as I chase after Anderson, and the fact that I have no idea where I’m going or what I’m doing does nothing to improve this. We turn the corner that links us to the stairwell door and find a handful of rotten bodies awaiting us.
 
   “TAKE ‘EM OUT!” Anderson screams. Blood sprays across the hall as several blunt objects strike the Zombies, and though the moans of the victims would normally terrify me, it’s happening too fast for me to process. “GET DESKS!” I’m the only person who follows Anderson’s logic, running into the nearest room and grabbing two school desks under each arm. Anderson kicks open the stairwell door and steps in, firing off three shots with his pistol before I blindly toss the desks down toward the landing where Mel shot down one of her captors less than a week ago.
 
   Jake follows my lead, pursued by Mel as Anderson continues shouting and firing in the stairwell. By the third trip, we’ve created a tangle of metal and flesh that will make progress beyond the landing a hardship for the undead. While the rest of us retrieve more desks, Anderson disappears down the hall. Two more trips for desks confirms the hardship, as each additional body rushing up the steps knots into the sea of stainless steel, packing the polypropylene desktops tighter together. Mel throws the last batch on top as four Zombies struggle against the blockade; one of them ends up flipping over the banister, hitting each successive railing on the way down before he strikes the bottom in a mess of broken limbs.
 
   My asthma catches up with me as I return to the hall and hit the floor desperately gasping for air. I use my inhaler again, knowing the effect will be minimal at this point. Anderson reappears carrying a beaker full of brackish liquid, tossing it toward the mess in the stairwell where it explodes in a shower of glass shards, emitting a remarkably pungent aroma that would induce my gag reflex if I weren’t able to move away.
 
   As I crawl across the floor, I realize that this stink bomb won’t be enough to distract the undead from our location, so I scramble through my thoughts for a potential trump card. As I sit up to catch my breath, I find a fire alarm on the wall. I tear the shirt off a nearby corpse to cover my hand as I pull the lever; as expected, a burst of powder blasts out of the device as I roll out of the way and shake off the stained cloth.
 
   The hall is blanketed with squawking klaxons and non-sequential strobes from LEDs. “YES!” Anderson shouts, shepherding us back toward the supply room in which we examined Jake. My wheezy travail ends when I lie prostrate across the floor as Anderson dismantles the alarms in the room. Once I catch my breath, I notice Karen shivering in the corner. I locate a fire blanket fixed in a metal cabinet near the door and rip it free, wrapping it around her as she partially wakes up.
 
   “There’s a fire…” She coughs. “We should…” I quiet her back into sleep and retrieve my trench coat as Anderson turns off the lights. I dig into Karen’s survival pack; once I find a pair of earplugs, I snug them into her ears and hope they cancel the noise. I push myself off the floor to look out the windows that face the interior of the complex; from here, we can see the adjacent hallway and the bottom floor, so with the lights out and the alarm dismantled, we have a superior position from which to view the movements of the undead. After a considerable silence, Mel speaks. “How long?” Her question is followed only by the continued din of the fire klaxons. Once Anderson begins silently reloading his rifle, I do the same.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” Anderson starts finally. “When we were at Temple… weren’t they leaving the building with the alarm? Maybe sound doesn’t do anything for them after a while.”
 
   “But they know we’re in here…”
 
   “…I got first watch.”
 
    
 
   Mel puts in her earplugs, Jake falls back against the wall in frustration, and Anderson silently negotiates the doorway to enter the hall. Karen appears to be sleeping soundly in the corner, and I wonder if we run the risk of catching whatever she has just by breathing the same air. After another minute or so of silence, I try to get Mel’s attention. “Think you can sleep?” She pulls out her earplugs and turns to indicate that she didn’t understand.
 
    
 
   “Can you sleep?”
 
   “I dunno.” She replies.
 
   “Remember what we said about Anderson?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Jake must’ve thought he was a goner…” I continue, checking to make sure he didn’t hear me. “Anderson went toe-to-toe with the horde to save him.”
 
   “How’d he do?”
 
   “Let’s just say he’d give Schwarzenegger a run for his money.”
 
   “Don’t tell him, or he’s off on another ego trip.” She says.
 
   “Let’s hope there’s a gift shop and he brings back enough balls for the rest of us.” I reply.
 
   “For serious.”
 
    
 
   We both snicker and fall into silence. She’s about to say something else when my cell phone vibrates. It’s Rich.
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “…what’s all the noise? ”
 
   “You can hear it from the school?”
 
   “No, on the phone.”
 
   “…could you send someone to the roof to see if you can hear it from the high school?”
 
   “That’s almost a mile.”
 
   “Even so…”
 
   “Headed up there now. You pull the alarms? ”
 
   “Yeah… got a little dicey… it’s just to cover the noise.”
 
   “Good one. How’s Karen? ”
 
   “She’s okay… takin’ a nap.”
 
   “A nap? Why aren’t you on your way out? ”
 
   “Actually… we might have to spend the night.”
 
   “That’s a shit idea.”
 
   “I’ll let you know if something changes…”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I dunno… like I said, it’s dicey…”
 
    
 
   There’s a long silence, either that or I can’t hear him over the bells. 
 
    
 
   “I can hear it from the school.”
 
   “Great… that means they can hear us from a mile in each direction.”
 
   “Jeff… you’ve got to get out of there now, you read me? Right now.”
 
   “Rich, Karen isn’t in a condition to go anywhere…”
 
   “Condition? ”
 
   “Uh… she’s… sick.”
 
   “Then what are you waiting for?! ”
 
   “She’s sick, Rich… and you want me to run her out of here?”
 
   “If you don’t get out now… Jesus, Jeff, there could be a thousand of ‘em! ”
 
   “…I’m not movin’ her.”
 
   “Look, I’m telling you… get out now before it’s too late.”
 
   “Me and Anderson’ll decide when it’s safe… okay? We’re not leaving before that.”
 
   “…Jeff…”
 
    
 
   I hang up before he can argue further, and he doesn’t try calling back. As I lie on the cold tile and tune out the ringing bells, I try to reason a way out of this situation. It could easily be out of my control to a level that I can’t even begin to understand; the undead could start banging on that door at any moment, and we’d have to conceive of a method to escape with limited weapons in a tight space. My belief that we would make it doesn’t match up with the ripped ticket revealing that our fate is sealed in this little room.
 
   Feeling unsafe, I get up and glance down at the first level through the heavily draped windows. Our encumbered marauders are slowly filling the primary exit as they filter in the building, shuffling toward the staircases like so many exhausted consumers after a particularly long and bleak Black Friday. I close the curtain to see Mel and Karen sleeping, Jake drifting off, and Anderson’s eyes drilling into the wall. I can only imagine what he thinks of the situation, though I have no desire to glean his opinion.
 
   When I sit down next to Mel, she semi-consciously wriggles toward me in an effort to share my warmth, and though the move strikes me as innocent in nature, I feel no less violated by it. The feeling that follows is not unlike an anvil being hooked on my heart and dragging it to hell. The accompanying thought is as crisp and unadulterated as the embers of the sun cresting over the horizon: You killed Julia and found a replacement. I shake my head, but the thought won’t be dislodged.
 
    
 
   Julia? Are you there? Are you angry? Please talk to me. I need you. It’s been so long… just give me a few words… I just need to hear your voice … you’re the phantom limb I want to haunt me forever. Please come back…
 
    
 
   After a surging current of rage floods my veins, a tsunami of guilt and fear overtakes it, creating a gesticulating tide that manages to be both and neither, frustrating me from both screaming and crying. It would be so easy just to give up and die. The only guarantee of tranquility in death would come from putting a gun in my mouth with the barrel parallel to the ground and pulling the trigger. I’ve already been there.
 
   Bullshit. It’s not as though there’s an unforeseen promise of things to come preventing me from taking this action, but it’s worth waiting at least a little longer. Before I can examine this notion any further, I get bored with myself, which may be a result of my persistent attempts at self-actualization, or because I’m incredibly tired. With a sea of anger and desperation raging in my body, I manage to let my thoughts devolve into a nonsense so absolute that I have no choice but to sleep.
 
    
 
   “Grey… Grey!” Anderson’s shouting fades into my perception, but not before the stinging klaxons. My eyes refuse to open while my brain continues to hibernate, precluding my next question from coming out intelligibly.
 
    
 
   “Where have… when…?”
 
   “You’ve been asleep for an hour. They’re spread out enough we can get to the Humvee.”
 
   “Gimme a second…”
 
    
 
   Anderson leaves me for a moment, and then comes back.
 
    
 
   “Grey, get up.”
 
   “I said I need a second…”
 
   “It’s been fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Sorry…”
 
    
 
   Mel is already awake, dousing her face under the faucet. When she’s done, I do the same as Anderson carefully and quietly opens the door to peek out. Within a few moments, all parties are prepared. The last step is waking Karen, a task assigned to Mel. As she does, Anderson pulls me aside.
 
    
 
   “Grey, what do you think about cocktails?” He asks.
 
   “…what?”
 
   “They’re gathering around the alarm units, and we’ve got three Molotovs. I think we can clear a path.”
 
   “How’d you get Molotovs?”
 
   “…lab coats, beakers, rubbing alcohol…” He says, as though I should have expected it.
 
   “… well, okay… I mean… won’t setting them on fire just piss them off?”
 
   “I don’t think they get pissed… but I bet it’s pretty easy to be distracted when you’re on fire.”
 
   “…good point.” I continue. “But… is this really necessary…?”
 
   “A good plan today is better than a perfect one tomorrow…”
 
   “Patton, I know…”
 
   “Hey… when I say that shit, I’m not talking about Command and Conquer. We screw this up, we die. Do you really want to wait and see if this gets worse?”
 
    
 
   My reply comes in the form of popping a toothpick in my mouth. I turn and wave for the rest of the group to line up at the door, and as Anderson takes in a few deep breaths, I notice that Karen appears as though she could fall asleep at any second. Before I can voice this concern, Anderson yanks the door open and steps out. There are no Zombies in sight on either side, so Anderson waves for us to follow him. He peeks around the corner of the hall that leads to the stairs, and then holds his hand out. I walk up beside him to see about twenty bodies shuffling near the spot where he smashed the beaker. The moans from the obstructed stairwell rise above the alarms enough to suggest a full house. After a moment, Anderson pulls me back.
 
    
 
   “…breezeway?” He asks.
 
   “It’s blocked, that’s why we’re still here!”
 
   “Where then?”
 
   “Christ, I don’t know… isn’t there another staircase on the other side?”
 
   “Perfect. The Molotov’ll bring ‘em in the front… when they thin out around the Humvee we get it started and get out.”
 
   “Toss it.”
 
    
 
   The flame in Anderson’s hand is produced quickly enough to let me believe it came out of nowhere, and suddenly the cloth wick is ignited and he’s running down the hall. The Zombie crowd near the stairwell is dense enough to keep the exit propped open, so Anderson banks the beaker off the door before it pops and spews a shimmering deluge of flame over the undead. Like ants in a colony filling with water, they scramble in every direction, catching each other on fire moments before the sprinkler system activates with a husky pop and the hammering of alarm bells to accompany the already irritating klaxons.
 
   This is funny for a moment, but then my clothes, skin, and bones feel as though they’re being slashed away by a fire hose of icy sulfuric acid. Anderson runs past me toward the other staircase and I follow. I’ve never been exposed to ice-cold water in a near-freezing environment; my limbs start numbing up, making every move so difficult that I get a warm rush of fear from the sensation that I’m experiencing a nightmare. Someone in our group screams in frustration, which only compounds the effect. It’s probably Karen; in her weakened state, she’s probably in agony.
 
   Anderson and I lead the way as Mel wraps her arms around Karen, and when we get to the end of the hall, we’re forced to turn left. A hundred feet or so ahead of us, the breezeway leads off the right. There is no other stairwell. “Grey?!” Anderson shouts. I grab Jake and slog forward. “Just go!” I think another wave of panic rushes through my veins as I imagine having to fight in this state, but it strikes me as common sense that the undead would be just as encumbered as we are.
 
   At the breezeway junction, I look left to see a wet mob of the undead banging around in the darkness with flames dancing about in diminishing streaks as the sprinklers fulfill their function. Once we get halfway across the breezeway, I discover that this idiotically under-planned ruse is working better than we thought; the activity seems to have drawn the bodies from the adjacent building toward the stairwell, and the undead outside are abandoning the Humvee to join.
 
   Anderson takes on the first corpse that pops around the corner, and when the second one grabs him, I return the favor and sling it to the floor as Anderson finishes off his victim. Despite not being able to feel my hands, I’m grateful I can still close and open them with sufficient force to defend myself. Anderson strikes the next one and goes down with him, slipping on the increasingly flooded floor. Following a rage-fueled groan, he belts the beast’s skull into the tile with enough force to send bone fragments swimming through the bloody water. He pushes himself off the twitching husk, and when he stomps on its skull, the remaining mess splatters like a punted gelatin mold.
 
   Gagging, I trudge past him to the stairwell, finding a few of our antagonists headed up. A simple kick sends them flailing down toward the next landing. I grab the railing on the inside and avoid their groping hands as I swing myself toward the next set of steps, and, to my surprise, land on a walking corpse. Retaining my grip on the handrail saves me from cracking my skull on the steps, fierce footwork stops me from being assimilated, and my friends thwart the attack from behind. Anderson tries to get at my victim, but I beat him to the punch with the trench knife and watch the dark blood mix with the water cascading down the steps.
 
   “Move it, Mozart…” Anderson mutters, I assume equating my fixation with the blood as par with savantism. Soaked to the bone, I stumble down to the next landing, finding a child dressed in a toque and snow-bib clawing his way forward. “Heads up!” Anderson shouts, delivering a killing stroke that sends his victim down the steps behind me. I slide out of the way just as her neck impacts the landing with the echo of a corn cob being snapped in half.
 
   The child continues crawling forth as I blink at the water falling from the rafters. For some reason, my only reaction is to put my boot on his shoulder and push him back. A moment later, Mel drops down and destroys his neck, and I look away before she can finish him off. Anderson steps over the useless corpse and takes on the next comer as I pick myself up with some difficulty and continue down to the first floor. Once we’re beneath the steps and shielded from the sprinkler, Anderson wipes the water off his brow.
 
    
 
   “How’d we set off all the sprinklers?!” I shout.
 
   “…must be a deluge system… no idea why they’d need it…”
 
   “The chemicals in the labs?”
 
   “Who cares?”
 
    
 
   The opening of the door to the outside introduces me to a fresh hell of frozen temperatures, tempting me to wait inside and usher the others out first. “Contact light!” Anderson calls out in front of us. Once Mel makes it through the door with Karen, I stumble forth and look left, seeing a throng of corpses clawing their way up the hill toward the back entrances. “CONTACT HEAVY!” Anderson shouts; I turn to the right, where Rich was counter-sniping only a few days before, and find the entire hill covered in a seething blanket of mobile corpses.
 
   “Head to the parking lot, I’m right behind you!” Anderson shouts. His vague reasoning strikes me as unimportant, so I lead Jake, Mel, and Karen past the entrance toward the drainage ditch. The Humvee starts behind us, and I turn to see an impressive flame emanating from the driver’s side window. Anderson tosses another Molotov toward the lobby, sending out an amorphous blob of fire that sets a dozen of the beasts ablaze. Tires squeal as I continue forth, stopping in time to see a few stragglers exiting the building.
 
   When the Humvee rushes up beside us, Mel grabs the door before I can react. Jake ushers Karen in on one side before taking shotgun, and I pile in behind Mel, not having enough time to shut the door before Anderson screams off along the pavement. One of our would-be assailants grabs hold of the rear driver’s side door and hangs on despite our speed and trajectory. I kick his jaw and send him spiraling underneath the rear tire, pulling the door shut as I juggle my katana sheath in an effort to reach my pistol.
 
   “Hang on…” Anderson mutters, not giving us enough time to obey as the vehicle swings left violently enough to cram Mel and me together. His hit-and-run strategy is enough to create several undead speed-bumps as he banks hard to the right and liberally applies his foot to the gas pedal. Several more artful dodges and corpse-displacing thumps pockmark our voyage to the street, but Anderson finally emerges at the top of the hill where the horde is significantly thinner. Try as they might to follow us, we easily pull into neutral ground and speed off toward the high school.
 
    
 
   “Jesus, that was fun…” Anderson muses poetically.
 
   “Maybe next time you want to hit a few more?” Mel asks.
 
   “I dunno… maybe next time we don’t make it out instead… sound good to you?”
 
    
 
   Mel shuts up and returns her attention to Karen. Like the rest of us, Jake seems to be empowered by our exit, but he is the only one to verbalize his satisfaction with a few exaggerated squeals of delight. An awkward silence follows, and after another minute or so, the only sound in the cab is Karen’s erratic coughing, which is thankfully directed into her shoulder.
 
   As our silent return continues, Mel lets out a dissatisfied groan and rests her head on my shoulder. Just as it lands, I can feel Jake’s icy glower cut through the freezing air. I’m too exhausted, wet, and cold to give a damn, so I grasp Mel’s arm and do nothing to alter the predicament. Anderson calls for Rich to intercept us when we are roughly a minute away, and we’re treated to the sight of him and Mursak dispatching a few corpses on the lawn when we arrive.
 
   When I step out of the Humvee, my first order of business is to remove my trench coat and wring it out. I’ll likely do the same with the rest of my clothes before donning new ones, and thanks to our group dinner at the college, a hot shower is now the only thing that stands between me and my bed. I’m disabused of this notion once Rich finishes dragging the corpses into a pile and trudges over with a look that suggests he intends to spend one long, rancid breath blowing us clean. As he approaches, he watches Mel and Jake guide Karen inside.
 
    
 
   “Hey Rich…” I start.
 
   “Don’t give me that… what do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “…I’m wringing out my trench coat.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s wet… see that? Water.”
 
   “I see it, prick… what happened?”
 
   “Hey Rich…” Anderson mutters, slamming the door shut. “Save it. We’re fuckin’ tired and we’re not listenin’ to your bullshit.”
 
    
 
   I’ve never been more thankful for Anderson’s bluster.
 
    
 
   “Really? Well I’m sick of your bullshit. Karen’s sick, and you’re fucking around in DC cubed…”
 
   “Not like we were taking classes…” I interject.
 
   “Spare me…”
 
   “Hey!” Anderson shouts, arresting our attention. “Did you want to wait around for someone else to get shot?”
 
   “Don’t give me that… you went there to make sure we got ‘em all and get supplies. I don’t know what else you’re up to, but it wasn’t worth risking her life.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I start. “I can’t flip a switch without you telling me I’m doing it wrong… I mean… she’s here, isn’t she?”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with your results… it’s your methods…”
 
   “Our methods get results!” I shout. “I could give a shit if you disagree. We go out for supplies, run scouting missions… all you do is piss and moan… instead of complaining after we’re done, why don’t you say something first?!”
 
   “You don’t fucking listen! Ever! I get it, you know… you two are friends… tellin’ me my say doesn’t matter because I’m outvoted. God forbid you get outvoted… you just slither out of it. Tell me… is another box of bullets worth sacrificing Karen? Let me guess… you analyzed that compromise. Got it down to a number. Something tells me you weren’t thinking about a sick person… who can barely walk… trying to fight one of those things off. But that’s okay. I’m sure she thinks it’s worth dying… so you can get results.”
 
   “Nothing like that ever happened.” Anderson says.
 
   “Sure it has… but the dead don’t complain.” Rich looks at me before he continues. “You may think you’re smart… but clever is not wise. If you don’t know the difference, try asking Julia.”
 
   “…you better not be serious…” I start.
 
   “Tell me, Jeff… you still think it was worth going in that hospital?”
 
    
 
   I’m rushing at Rich before I have a chance to stop myself. Thankfully, Anderson does it for me, wrapping up my arms as I dig in my feet for leverage. Rich shakes his head, taking the opportunity to head inside before the situation escalates any further. “Damn right the hospital was worth it…” Anderson grumbles. Before we head inside, he reaches into his backpack and hands me a bundle of wallets secured together with a rubber band. I spit out my toothpick.
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” I ask.
 
   “Wallets… from the guys at DC cubed.”
 
   “…why?”
 
   “I dunno… maybe you can figure something out about them. So… I’m not wrong… Rich is being a fuckrag?”
 
   “That might not be a harsh enough word.”
 
    
 
   Anderson grins as he peels off toward the entrance, removing and shaking out his sopping jacket. I follow his lead, idiotically failing to realize that everyone else in our sortie had a shower as his or her first priority. Karen goes first, followed by Mel, Jake, Anderson, and then me. It was worth the wait; though I hadn’t previously given much credence to ranking showering experiences, this one belongs in the all-time top five. My mood is almost spoiled by bumping into Rich on the way upstairs, but we’re both content to ignore each other.
 
   When I return to my bedroom, I find Mel sleeping in my bed again. The sight is both irritating and nullifying; I don’t like that she feels comfortable invading my personal space, but I’m also not certain that I care. Rather than dwell on it, I invite the comfort and warmth of having another body in bed next to me. Without any hesitation, I leap beneath the covers and bask in the familiar scent of my warm sheets, curling myself up in anticipation of a beautiful sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  





12-31-04, FRIDAY
 
    
 
   I wake up with Mel draped over me. I don’t feel like I’ve moved since I passed out, but I don’t remember even touching her. Mel’s mouth is hanging open over a dried puddle of saliva on her pillow. The image is amusing in a decidedly familial way, making me roll over in the sort of warm comfort I could almost describe as pastoral.
 
   Julia had to die for this moment to happen.
 
   What is going on in my head? Julia once regaled me with the plight of Pisceans, detailing that we were prone to emotional peaks and valleys that rival any other sign in the zodiac. I’ve never been beholden to astrological signs, but I feel this predicament acutely as I silently exit the bed and wonder if I’ve done something wrong.
 
   Before I can get much farther, I spot the wallets Anderson procured from the corpses of our victims on my countertop. Feeling as though this is a thankless task, I leaf through and become familiar with names and faces; if the business and union cards are any indication, they were two contractors, two plumbers, an architect, a landscape architect, an electrician, a real estate developer, and an IT professional. The grouping seems related enough to suggest that they were business associates, but I lack the acumen to understand the nature of that association.
 
   Once I’ve returned the identifying materials to the proper wallets, I stuff them in an empty drawer, get dressed, and treat myself to breakfast. Jake, who happens to be eating at the same time, engages me in a desultory conversation about the nature of self. Bored by his puerile stabs at philosophy, I politely escape and visit Karen, whom I suspect will be holed up in the medlab at room 220. Unsurprisingly, I find Rich doting on her. Noticing his surgical mask as he glares at me, I don one myself before approaching. He does his best to ignore me. “Would you mind gettin’ me some more ginger ale?” Karen asks him. He nods in response before excusing himself, leaving me alone with her.
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t ask how ‘we’ were feelin’.” She replies.
 
   “Well… learn from the best.”
 
   “It’s the flu…” She coughs. “No doubt about it.”
 
   “You’ll pull through.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “…what can we do?” I ask, barely recovering from that terrible statement.
 
   “Keep me isolated… I don’t wanna give it to anyone else.”
 
   “I’m immune.”
 
   “Really, doctor?” Karen asks.
 
   “Really… never had it. Not once.”
 
   “Now’s a bad time to start.”
 
    
 
   I look out the window while she stares at her blanket. “So what can we do?” I ask again softly, fixating on her. She keeps her eyes trained on her toes as she responds.
 
    
 
   “Fluids and rest. Can’t do much more than treat the symptoms.”
 
   “Karen…” I sigh. “I’m not looking at the easy option. Tell me what we can do.”
 
   “Hope it gets better.”
 
   “Karen!”
 
   “I have asthma…” She starts, coughing again. “If you’ve never had the flu, you don’t know… it’s a lot worse. Not sayin’ it’s definite… but I’m at risk for pneumonia. I don’t want anyone goin’ to anymore hospitals… don’t do anythin’ nuts on account’a me. I don’t wanna put anyone else at risk.”
 
   “Easy there, Spock…”
 
   “The needs of the many…” She jokes, stifling a cough. “You gonna call me ‘Bones’ from now on?”
 
   “I might… speaking of which, Ms. Salutatorian… did Rich get that Lowell quote from you?”
 
    
 
   Her only response is a smile as Rich comes through the door with the ginger ale.
 
    
 
   “Rest easy…” I continue. “We’ll see what we can cook up.”
 
   “Jeff,” Rich starts. “Can I see you in the hall?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   Karen keeps her eyes on me as I head for the door, which Rich shuts behind us. Silence settles in as he leans against the concrete wall and stares at me. His gaze suggests that he wants some sort of apology, but I’m not prepared to give him the satisfaction. My father once told me that allowing an aggrieved party to speak first and at length would inevitably result in them reversing their opinion through cowardice, so I put the theory to the test.
 
    
 
   “Well?” Rich starts. “Is there something you want to say?”
 
   “Is there something you’d like me to say?”
 
   “An apology would be nice.”
 
   “Whatever it is you’re looking for… you’d better just spit it out.”
 
    
 
   Rich rolls his eyes, his expression suggesting that he knows he’s acting ridiculous. I wait for him to continue. “Look, I know she wanted to go with you…” And there’s the reversal. I keep my lips pinched shut. “She wanted to prove she was okay… you keep telling me your responsibility is to everyone in the group… your first concern should have been her safety once you knew she was sick.” I wait a few moments to insure that he’s done.
 
    
 
   “We didn’t know she was sick. We got her out as quickly and safely as we could. And here we are. I can’t make it any clearer than that.”
 
   “Whenever we leave this place, you have two responsibilities… your safety, and everyone else’s. Everything else comes second. Karen can make her own decisions… but with those responsibilities in mind, was she an asset or a liability when you agreed to have her join you?”
 
   “I don’t know how many times I can tell you she wasn’t symptomatic when we left…”
 
   “Okay…” Rich continues. “I went about it this wrong way… I’m sorry. All the same, I just want to know that… if something like that happens again, you’re not gonna handle it the same way…”
 
   “Then just ask me that… Jesus Christ… my parents used to lecture me like this… stop trying to get me to say what you wanna hear.”
 
   “That’s fair.”
 
   “Okay? We got her out as safely as we could… that being said, we can be more mindful about who we take from now on.”
 
   “…and?” Rich intones.
 
   “You’re doing it again.”
 
   “…sorry.”
 
   “You don’t think we should’ve gone.” I guess. He nods vigorously. “Well… I disagree… fundamentally and completely. Next time, we need to be better at expressing our needs. Can we leave it at that?”
 
   “Yeah, man… I’m sorry, it’s just… we can’t lose her.”
 
   “Rich… I know the feeling.”
 
   “I can’t lose her.”
 
    
 
   Rich purses his lips as he fights back tears. Though I can sense how awkward it will be, I hug him. Rich gives me an easy smile, pats my back, and walks off. With last night’s bounty now fresh on my mind, I realize it might be worthwhile to catalog and sort our new supplies. I wake Anderson from either sleep or an extended nap to assist me.
 
   We now have five M-16A4s total with eight magazines between them, only one of which needs reloading. Our crate of 5.56 ammo includes two M2A1 cans totaling 1,680 rounds. The new hunting rifle, a Jarrett, only has four bullets in the proper .300 caliber; as such, it can only be used to fire off such rounds. Anderson puts the weapons in their proper places, musing about an ‘execution’ tactic that would perfectly befit the amount of automatics and our wealth of ammunition. Once he’s finished describing it, I don’t disagree.
 
   I run into Rob in the hallway on the way out and we share a halfhearted conversation on the events of my previous evening. The whole time I’m speaking to him, I consider that Mursak, Anderson, Rich and I have all discussed the merits of killing him, so throughout our talk, I wonder if I’m letting this show on my face, and if trying to hide it only reveals me more. He seems cordial throughout, betraying no hints of my indifference in regards to his life. This observation will only serve to make any decision to kill him more difficult.
 
   Helen announces another small throng of the undead over the loudspeakers, followed by the edict that Beta team take up arms against them since Alpha was in action as recently as last night. The radio chatter indicates that the dispatch goes well, but Rich muses that the overall undead volume has increased considerably in the last week. I agree that it’s something we should keep an eye on, asserting that there’s little we can do to change it.
 
   Once the battle is over, I join Mursak and Ally as they play with our toddlers, though I do much more watching than participating. As I do, I wonder what’s happening in their heads. Clearly, they must know that something is going on, but as a child, I recall blindly following whichever instructions my parents gave me with the unacknowledged presumption that I would be safe. Afterward, when Mursak catalogs some the other supplies we retrieved at the community college, I try to be mindful of his technique, staying aware of potential tactics to take more than a fair share, but I end up either not noticing or not caring, particularly after Rich joins him.
 
   Shortly thereafter, I take lunch on my own. Abiding by our schedule of eating the foods that will go bad, I defrost a bagel and accent it with grape jelly and cream cheese. Karen suggested we eat the latter since leaving it in the freezer too much longer would only render it fit for baking, so the rest of the group will have to partake of the cream cheese for the next week or so. After ten minutes of slow and silent eating, Mel joins me at the table. Once she asks what I’m eating and why, she goes to prepare herself the same thing. Even though I’m finished when she returns, I choose to stick around.
 
    
 
   “How is it?” I ask.
 
   “It’s alright.”
 
   “Just alright?”
 
   “Yeah… if I had a choice I wouldn’t eat it… but it’s not bad.”
 
    
 
   The pointless rush of anger I get from this is disquieting, aided by the lingering possibility that she’s seeking an opportunity to abandon our group. My irritation boils over, leading me to raise the most pessimistic subject I can fathom. “You know this isn’t going to end… right?” Mel takes a deep breath and puts her food down. She keeps her eyes trained on her tray as she responds: “Yeah.” The anger rushes out like air from a balloon.
 
    
 
   “How long?” I ask.
 
   “Since Julia.”
 
   “Wow… why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “I dunno…”
 
    
 
   I can’t muster a response.
 
    
 
   “What?” She asks.
 
   “I guess… I was worried you didn’t…”
 
   “…does anyone?”
 
   “Ally for sure. The kids. Jake. Maybe Helen.”
 
   “…yeah. So… you’re glad ?” She asks.
 
   “Well… relieved. The quicker we realize the better.”
 
   “…what are we doing?”
 
    
 
   This question freezes me.
 
    
 
   “What… do you mean?” I ask.
 
   “You and me. I’m sleeping in your bed…”
 
   “…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Because of Julia?” Mel asks.
 
   “That’s part of it.”
 
   “What’s the other part?”
 
    
 
   I seriously have to consider this question.
 
    
 
   “There were… ways to cope with death before this… a method. You mourned… and eventually went back to your routine. But now there’s nothing to go back to. The pain just... consumes you… you wallow in it. And you do whatever you can to make it stop. Having someone around… it just… feels… better.”
 
   “Better how?” Mel asks after a moment.
 
   “Less lonely.”
 
   “…is that it?”
 
    
 
   I pause for a moment and look in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “Is that it? We just agreed this isn’t gonna end… and right now… you’re the only one who makes it bearable. Maybe that’s not good enough, I haven’t bothered to think it through. I just want you to understand…”
 
   “I… I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to say anything. But I think you understand.”
 
    
 
   The silence that follows confirms that this scene has run its course, so I take my leave and return to my room, where I lay in bed, occasionally ice my back, and try to think through the resurgence of Julia in my thoughts, vacillating between different levels of guilt, anger, or some mixture between the two that I don’t understand. I can’t tell if I’ve dozed off at some point, but when I look at the clock and find that it’s 10:51pm, an emotional swell reminds me that I only have an hour until we celebrate the first New Year since the dead returned to life.
 
   Other than an impending countdown, I quickly realize I have no plans. This thought fills me with the banality of the holiday at hand; Mel was correct when she suggested that these celebrations give us something to look forward to, but how can we look forward to another year of this? The notion makes the entire affair seem meaningless. However, when I connect this to an earlier discussion on the subject of meaninglessness with Mel, I consider that my consciousness remains a thumb in the eye of that void. I’m alive, and I feel based on my perception. So what if I’m rearranging the deckchairs on the Titanic? It’s just as useful as worrying about freezing to death.
 
   With that in mind, I find the strength to motivate myself toward room 218, where I find Rich, Karen, Anderson, Helen, Mel, Jake, Elena, Jimmy, and Rob enjoying each other’s company as Mursak scans the channels for a broadcast that might extend the light of the forthcoming New Year. After Karen endures a brief coughing fit into her surgical mask, Anderson disappears with Helen in an obvious attempt to consummate their relationship. Rich breaks out a bottle of champagne a few minutes before the New Year is upon us, and despite my reservations, I find myself only too willing to join.
 
   Mursak settles on a channel that is rather unbelievably broadcasting the New Year’s celebration in the New York citadel. Times Square is filled with ebullient spectators, shepherded by both Ryan Seacrest and Regis Philbin, apparently filling in for Dick Clark, who has, they claim, recently suffered a stroke. Music acts follow, and eventually they cut away to a pre-recorded segment of David Gilmour, Roger Waters, Nick Mason, and Rick Wright of Pink Floyd performing an acoustic version of Wish You Were Here to commemorate the tsunami victims, Syd Barrett, and ‘the honored dead’ of the world. 
 
   Rich and I watch intently, and the din of the group dies out quickly as they vicariously benefit from our reverence. To my knowledge, this is the first time the quartet has taken the stage together since the early eighties. I imagine the worldwide crisis has put their personal problems in perspective, and though this feeling might not be shared, their cooperation gives me hope for our communal unrest.
 
   Once the performance ends, we find ourselves with a minute remaining until midnight. Rich and I shake hands as the champagne continues to flow. I only take a sip, confirming that the bubbly liquid disagrees with me. With the materials at the ready, I mix myself a white Russian and take a sip as the clock descends from thirty. The group, minus Anderson and Helen, clusters around the TV as the seconds tick down, and the dispirited hollowness I felt earlier digs into the pit of my stomach. The undead have created a new standard of possibility that seems to slip away no matter how much we attempt to tighten our collective grip. If they exist, what other impossibilities have joined them in the realm of the possible? Could the world end at midnight? 
 
   The countdown commences. I take another sip, awaiting a new level of apocalypse. I half expect the ground to open and drop us to a hell without food, water, supplies, or weapons. I imagine hope as a tangible object that withers and crumbles into dust at the mad grasping doubtless to ensue. I see the dozen of us fighting over drops of water, killing one another until only one person stands naked at the edge of the abyss, waiting to be claimed as well.
 
   Three, two, one. “Fuck it.” I hear an instant before Mel wraps her arms around my shoulders and kisses me as though she’d been suffocating without my lips. I wince in resistance before I surrender. Like siphoning poison from a wound, her embrace separates me from my anxieties, and for the first time in months, I sense an opportunity to heal.
 
   My eyes water up and I don’t feel the need to analyze the sensation that conquers my mordancy, if only for a moment. When Mel lets go, we hug. I become aware of the jubilant commotion surrounding us, and after another moment, we are embraced by a half-dozen sets of arms. The collective affection radiates like a long-awaited vaccination, an affirmation that our ability to hope has seen us survive our ordeal to the point that we can revel in a victory.
 
   We all proceed to get drunker, and in time both Anderson and Helen rejoin us. They’re happy. The children eventually pass out and Mursak sees them to bed. Karen exiles herself to the medab, and Rich sees to her. Anderson and Helen eventually depart again. Jake, Ally, and Rob remain immersed in conversation as Mel drags me away from the group. We repair to my room, where she proceeds to disrobe completely without a word of caution, keeping her shapely back to me throughout.
 
   When the fringe lace of her nightshirt dances across her thighs, she turns to reveal the limitations of the sheer fabric, exciting reveries that would leave fantasy aching with desire. Once the light goes out, I climb in bed and face the door while listening to her hot breath behind me. I sink into my pillow and feel enveloped by the warmth and comfort of my sheets, trying to avoid the apocalyptic associations that force their way back into my thoughts. Though I can’t shake the display of flesh I just witnessed, its impact is weathered by the notion that each of us will die, and choosing the time and place is a luxury we can’t entertain. If my paranoia about the end of the world was correct, I could ask for no better denouement.
 
   


 
   
 
  



01-01-05, SATURDAY
 
    
 
   I wake up naturally, comfortably, and alone, all three of which are welcome surprises. I take a few moments to adjust my position in bed and go back to sleep, realizing that my back isn’t bothering me for the first time in a week.
 
    
 
   When I wake again, I smile; whether or not I slept any longer is immaterial. I tend to my morning necessities, shower, get dressed, and join the rest of the group in a brunch that nearly rivals Christmas. Mel’s wide grin at me from across the table is enough to make my morning. As Rich serves us, I can’t stop myself from prompting what I feel to be a pertinent conversation.
 
    
 
   “Anyone make New Year’s resolutions last night?”
 
   “Aren’t you not supposed to tell what they are?” Jake asks.
 
   “Isn’t that birthday wishes?”
 
   “I owe you all for two months.” Rob offers quickly.
 
   “I’m gonna save at least five of your asses this year.” Anderson says with a smirk.
 
   “I’m gonna save six.” Rich responds playfully.
 
   “Well, I think we need a written system to ration our supplies… I’d like to handle that.” Mursak adds.
 
   “Keep a more open mind, I guess?” Jake says.
 
   “To psychoanalyze all of you at least once.” Ally says with a devious grin.
 
   “Maybe I’ll double my headcount this year?” I offer teasingly.
 
   “I’ll do whatever I can to make this work.” Mel adds. A moment of silence follows. “Hel, what about you?”
 
   “Don’t believe in resolutions.”
 
   “Ohhhh… kay… how ‘bout you, Ellie?”
 
   “Monkey lions!”
 
   “…what about them?”
 
   “They get to be mine!”
 
    
 
   The group bursts into laughter, followed by the revelation that Jimmy would also like some monkey lions. As the two of them join forces to describe the beasts, glass is heard shattering from somewhere in the front of the school. Alpha team leaps up and runs to 218 to arm themselves, and as I grab my rifle, Anderson puts his hand on my shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Melee only.”
 
   “…what?” I respond.
 
   “We gotta start saving ammo.”
 
   “You wanna save ammo, or you wanna stay alive?”
 
    
 
   Anderson acquiesces, bringing his rifle as well. When the three of us have finished gearing up, Anderson leads us toward the gate and assesses the situation. “Looks like one, but it’s probably a few.” One by one, we descend the rope ladder, negotiate the door, and spill out along the side of the bus, attempting to remain quiet so the undead don’t head for the gate. Once clear of the bus, it’s quite apparent that Anderson’s estimation of their number was off by about thirty; one major detachment of undead have clustered around the school’s main entrance and managed to break a pane of glass in one of the doors, while another throng approaches from the street.
 
   This could have been much worse. Our biggest concern comes not from a large group huddled around one of our entrances, but from an unending string of single Zombies approaching from multiple directions. However, I have to wonder how a group this large managed to get this close to the school. The first assumption is always blind luck, but who’s to say this group of walking corpses wasn’t like us two weeks ago? What if one person in this cluster was bitten and hid it, and that’s why they’re all standing outside our fortress? What if they’re here because the alarms at DC cubed stopped?
 
   Suddenly, Jake cuts off from Anderson and me, slamming the hook of his damaged crowbar into the top of a naked male Zombie’s head before it can alert the others. Jake rejoins us as the throng from the street cuts left across the snowy grass, sandwiching us between them and the undead at the doors. The inbound group spreads out and splits in two, prompting Anderson to grab a rock and throw it at our closest combatant. While the swarm of undead struggle to organize, the three of us spread out in a triangle with two points facing the advancing corpses. The most eager and mobile of the group makes their way to the front, only to be cut down by Anderson and Jake. As the point of the triangle, my job is step in only when my compatriots are overwhelmed.
 
   The triangle moves away, drawing the undead toward our net; with two people covering half a field of vision and a third covering theirs, it’s quite difficult for the undead to gain a tactical advantage. Most of the time, they end up in a single-file line with the most mobile of the group filtering to the front so we can kill the most dangerous ones first. Jake and Anderson do most of the work, but I step in occasionally to lend a hand. Overall, this bunch doesn’t provide much of a challenge.
 
   “I love that attack plan.” Anderson grumbles through a smile as he rams the hook of his crowbar under the ribcage of his last victim; the sludgy pop of metal ripping into a chest cavity always makes my skin crawl. Anderson drags the corpse over to the library doors and the rest of the group follows suit by spearing their kills as well. Beta unit comes out through the library entrance, dragging the set of gym mats we use to ferry corpses behind them. Bull that he is, Anderson attaches the mats to carabiners fixed on his belt loops and drags the first batch of corpses to the pool himself.
 
   By the time Anderson returns with an empty mat, we’ve already loaded up another with corpses. He manfully attaches himself to the mat and begins dragging them back toward the pool. “You want any help with that?” I shout after him.
 
    
 
   “I’m good…”
 
   “How much chlorine does the pool have left?” Ally asks.
 
   “Well, it uses salt to generate chlorine with an electric current.” I reply indirectly.
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I read the manual.”
 
   “So, just regular salt then?” Jake asks.
 
   “Yeah, but the quantities we need are ridiculous.”
 
   “How long will it hold out?”
 
   “…not enough to keep doing this for more than a year. Once the pool fills up we’re gonna need to cover it and hope whatever’s left masks the smell… assuming the pipes don’t corrode.”
 
   “Is that a big deal?” Ally asks.
 
   “Yeah… if it fails, the pipes fill with hydrogen and oxygen, then all it takes is a-fuck… FUCK!”
 
    
 
   Ten undead in well-appointed winter wear pop out of the brush at the edge of the parking lot entrance, scrambling and falling over each other before they right themselves and rush toward the school. We have only seconds until they are on top of us, so I run off toward the stockade with the assumption that we can gain a tactical advantage by having them negotiate the crashed vehicles. As I scale the hood of a sedan, Rich rips a ladder off the side of a truck and shouts for help. I understand him quicker than he can verbalize his plan.
 
   “Everyone grab on!” I shout, taking a position at the far left of the ladder. Having bolted through the library doors, Anderson grabs the far right. Everyone else joins us as we rush the undead with our arms outstretched, using the ladder as a combination of a ram and buffer. As the gap between us narrows, I realize that we stand the risk of everyone breaking their arms on impact.
 
   “Loosen up when we hit ‘em!” I shout. Three seconds later we make contact with the undead, downing them like bowling pins and stopping as Anderson swings the ladder out, rushing forward to knock down a few more. “Drop!” Rich shouts. We let go of the ladder and let the undead fight through it while we use our melee weapons to invalidate them. I kick two across the jaw when I see them struggling through the mess of metal, dispatching three with pistol shots to the head.
 
   I look up to see Anderson staring back at me with disgust while he finishes laying into one of the downed corpses. Rich rushes forward once he’s freed himself from the ladder, ducking down and standing up into one rushing assailant, using his attacker’s momentum to flip the body over his shoulder. Ally rushes in to take over once the defenseless corpse slams into the pavement while Rich frees a crowbar from a loop in his belt and spins it into the jaw of another just as it begins to stand up.
 
   “Jake!” Anderson shouts. Fear shocks my limbs when I see a woman against whom I won’t have time to defend myself. Before she can reach me, Jake leaps up and flips his legs out, placing a drop kick directly in her abdomen. While both parties scramble to their feet, Anderson pinches her against the pavement with the ladder.
 
    Jake rushes forth to take care of another shambling runner. Mursak and Ally leap up on the ladder with their melee weapons and synchronize a series of beatings punctuated by the silencing of a dissonant chorus of moans. To my left, Rich continues to parry his crowbar like a Jedi while Anderson rushes an advancing contingent of stiff walkers. Knowing he’s outmatched, I run in to join him.
 
   I tap my hand between his shoulder blades so he knows I’m behind him; he pivots to the left and I turn right, ripping my katana free. My first swing sends a skull skyward before I kick the rest of the body away with my right leg, spinning left and sending my left foot into the frame of the next one, following up by immediately decapitating the one behind him.
 
   When I turn back, Anderson’s face is consumed by a rage so uncontrollable that his beard looks angry; taking on three at once, he wrestles his arms free of the closest one and blasts the assailant’s teeth out with a cross-check to the mouth, grabbing its waist and spinning its legs into the second one, releasing it to sail into the final body at the same moment he whips the crowbar over his head and destroys a corpse’s temple with a one-handed swing, finally marrying his hands together as he completes the turn and beats the skull of his prone second victim hard enough to send an aerosol gust of blood ten feet. I decapitate the only remaining corpse.
 
   As I hyperventilate, I see Anderson’s back as he breathes with his entire body, resembling a gorilla as he stares into corpse at his feet. “Is that it?” He asks. “Yeah…” I gasp. He continues his lurching inhalation before he screams. “YEAH!” With adrenaline having taken over, he kicks the body and pops a cigarette in his mouth as we return our focus to our compatriots. Feeding off of his high, I can’t help but feel that our walk back is in slow motion.
 
    
 
   “Solid hit, Rich…” Anderson grunts.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “That check you threw? Flipping the dude over your shoulder? Straight-up decleater.”
 
   “…okay?”
 
   “You know…” Anderson huffs. “Like knocking someone out of their cleats?”
 
    
 
   Rich has a good laugh at this. Once we’ve had a moment to catch our breath, we proceed to spear the chest cavities of our victims and deposit them on gym mats before Anderson and Ally drag them back to the pool. Remaining outside, I observe that the snow has helped cover the liberal application of blood to the front yard while I take a few hits off my inhaler. Once the bodies have been removed, Anderson and I meet at the main entrance to survey the damage.
 
    
 
   “They broke windows on both sides… doesn’t look like they had any real chance of gettin’ in.” Anderson offers.
 
   “Putting those desks in was a stroke of genius,” I add. “But we can’t replace the windows. Shame it didn’t happen out back.”
 
   “There are two sets of doors… it doesn’t put us at a disadvantage… it’s just gonna be a bit draftier now.”
 
   “Well, it’s a metal frame, so we can’t exactly nail boards in it…”
 
   “Maybe just caulk up some cardboard.”
 
   “Works for me…”
 
    
 
   Before we can continue, I spot two more bodies shuffling in the middle of the street. “God dammit…” I rush forward before Anderson can follow, cutting both down quickly. Anderson joins me in enough time to crush their decapitated skulls with the crowbar. “We better finish or they’ll just keep coming.” He says, landing another blow. We drag our final victims through the library doors, through the gym, and finally to the pool, rolling the bodies into the deep end where they land on an accumulation of stiffs basting in a puddle of dark gray water. Underneath the top layer of relatively fresh corpses, the bodies are stacked three deep, and despite the chlorine, the stench is unbearable.
 
   Without saying anything, Anderson goes into the back room to work the pumps. I watch quietly as the water rushes in and fills the pool up to the noses of the latest arrivals. “Turn it off.” I shout. The flow ceases and Anderson walks out with a bottle of bleach. He jerks it forward, sending forth a plume across the tops of the corpses. The blood and chunks of rotted flesh then begin settling back down toward the bottom. “Missed one.” Anderson says softly, walking around the side. When I focus more intently on the bodies, I see a loner still writhing near the top.
 
   I walk over to assist Anderson, pulling a shepherd’s hook off the mounting by the bleachers. I guide the loop under our guest’s armpit and pull him up to the side with a great deal of effort. As his head lands on the edge of the pool, Anderson promptly smashes it with the crowbar. I ease him back down as Anderson kicks the chunks of skull and brain back into the pool before taking a spare towel to clean his shoe and the crowbar. After a moment, Jake enters.
 
    
 
   “What’s it look like out front?” Anderson asks him.
 
   “One walking down the street. We got the door sealed before he saw us, though… he kept moving.”
 
   “Then don’t mess with him. Keep an eye out.”
 
    
 
   Jake lingers in the door for a moment before walking out. Anderson and I stare into the corpse cesspool for a long time, totally speechless. I don’t think either of us can figure out why we’re so transfixed, and though the feeling of being trapped in a nightmare is familiar, I’ve never felt the sensation while this awake. In this state, I don’t try to reposition my body to alter my consciousness, but I still feel unsettled as my brain ping-pongs between the cycle of life and death, followed by another kind of life and death. Finally, Rich’s entrance provides enough of a jolt to wake me up.
 
    
 
   “Oseltamivir.” He says, reading from a piece of paper. “Also called Tamiflu.”
 
   “Is that English?” I ask.
 
   “That’s what Karen needs… that or Zanamivir, AKA Relenza. She thinks we can find the first one at a pharmacy.”
 
   “Fuck!” Anderson says immediately.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “That’s the first place looters go.” He barks incredulously. “You can find food anywhere… how many places can you get prescription drugs?”
 
   “Have we missed any pharmacies?” Rich asks.
 
   “We’ve hit every store within five miles. Is she that bad?”
 
   “What about a doctor’s office?” I ask.
 
   “They don’t carry drugs there.” Rich admonishes. “That’s why they have pharmacies.”
 
   “Sorry, dad…” I grumble. “Then I guess we go farther.”
 
   “Where?” Anderson shouts. “You went to DC cubed, they didn’t have any drugs… they also didn’t have anything from the police station.”
 
    
 
   Anderson and I stay quiet while the implications of this sink in. If we didn’t take them, and the DC cubed group didn’t, someone else did. Did whoever took them stay put? If they’re here, where are they hiding? Is it possible that they lead the DC cubed group to us in an effort to thin out the competition? If we manage to find this mythical group, and they don’t kill us, will they be willing to trade drugs?
 
   “We organize a party…” Anderson says firmly. “We go in the morning. We don’t have a choice.” Stricken by the assertiveness of this plan, I limply follow him and Rich out of the pool enclosure. I listen to the two of them discuss the need to have a group meeting, but Anderson insists on repairing the windows at the front entrance. Refusing any help, he disappears for forty-five minutes and returns to find us waiting in 218 with the full assembly save for Karen, Ally, Jimmy, and Elena, the latter three having repaired to the courtyard. Rich opens the proceedings.
 
    
 
   “Okay… Karen’s not doing well… and all we can do is find the right drugs. I don’t think I’m alone when I say it’s worth the risk.”
 
   “You aren’t.” I say.
 
   “Ditto.” Anderson adds.
 
    
 
   The rest of the group murmurs with approval.
 
    
 
   “Good.” Rich continues. “We been to the local pharmacies… they’re cleaned out. So we’ve gotta go farther.”
 
   “Right.” Anderson adds. “We had some training in emergency scenarios in the Guard… and when people start looting they hit four things… food, drugs, liquor stores, and electronics. Every pharmacy’s been cleaned out, and the hospital didn’t have what we needed. DC cubed was empty… which means the drugs we need are still out there. If they’re not in the drug stores, someone has them. Whoever they are should be easy to find… and they’re gonna want straight-up trades… which means they’re gonna need food or ammo in return. Grey?”
 
   “Never tell anyone where we’re holding up… and never tell them we have a stockpile. As far as they know, we keep all our ammo with us at all times. Make them believe it, and they won’t second-guess you.”
 
   “If they don’t go for it, we’ll cut our losses with alcohol or something less essential…”
 
    
 
   Anderson continues, but I tune him out. What if the group we encountered at the electronics store in Springfield collected the supplies we need? Even if we chose a different car, dressed differently, and sent different people, would they trade with us, shoot us, or hold us to ransom? Did we damn them to the undead when we left last week? Is there anyone else in the group to whom this would occur? 
 
   Or, worse, are we the sort of people we’ve fought and feared, but we have yet to embrace this as a collective? It’s occurred to me before that we’ve left a trail of corpses in our wake, human and undead alike; group at DC cubed may well have peaceably departed had we given them the chance, but we were the inadvertent aggressors in Springfield. Is this the path we’ve forged? Conversely, is Anderson talking out his ass? Do these people actually exist? How do we find them? I try to keep these thoughts off my face when I refocus on what Anderson is saying.
 
   “…don’t tell them how many of us there are. The women stay behind.” In spite of not having listened to him before this fragment, I can tell the group is perturbed by this assertion, so I feel the need to elaborate. “It wouldn’t surprise me if… they thought of sex as currency… so we need to make sure they don’t think it’s an option.” I can’t be certain if this clarified anything, so I must rely on the notion that what I’ve said at least reinforced Anderson’s statements. Something strikes me, and I open my mouth before I can think to keep it shut.
 
    
 
   “Anderson, you can’t tell them you’re military.”
 
   “…why?” He asks.
 
   “If they’re civvies, you don’t wanna wind ‘em up… they might’ve taken weapons from the checkpoints, and you don’t want them thinking you’re out for blood.”
 
   “Fair enough… but what if they’re former military? Don’t you think they’d be more likely to cut a deal?”
 
   “Solid point… maybe tape your ID to your thigh, so they can’t see it?”
 
   “Sleeve. If I reach for my waistband, I’ll be dead before I hit the ground. In any case, it should be me, Rich, Mursak, and Jake… we’ll take one of the unused cars and arrange a pickup… we’re gonna want at least an hour to figure out if they’re trying to track us back to the school.”
 
   “What drugs do we need?” Jake asks.
 
   “Oseltamivir, or Tamiflu… the other one is Zanamivir, or Relenza.” I say, watching Mursak walk out before continuing. “We’ll write it down so you can be sure…”
 
   “She needs 75mg twice daily for five days… that’s the minimum…” Rich starts. “So that’s about ten pills. We need to shoot for at least three times that, in case someone else gets sick… it’s most effective when administered two days after the appearance of symptoms, and tomorrow’s gonna be day three, so it’s damn important that we get a lead by this time tomorrow.”
 
   “We can’t just give her aspirin and tell her it’s what she’s looking for?” Jake asks.
 
   “She’s a nurse, so I think she can spot a placebo.” Rich mutters, shaking his head. “Even if we don’t find anything, we need to give her some good news by tomorrow.”
 
   “Why not today?”
 
    
 
   We turn to see Mursak speak as he reenters the room and tosses Rich a pill bottle, which he fumbles and drops. He picks it up and his face goes limp. “How the…” When I step closer he points the bottle toward me; it’s Oseltamivir, and not only is the bottle full, the prescription was filled a mere three and a half months ago. We stand around dumbfounded.
 
    
 
   “How…?” Anderson manages.
 
   “The health center at Ambler.” Sak replies brusquely. “We also have penicillin and amoxicillin… and terbinafine…”
 
   “Never heard of the last one…” I mutter.
 
   “Anti-fungal cream.”
 
   “I could kill you if I wasn’t so happy…” Rich chuckles.
 
   “Uh… thanks?”
 
   “Just shut up before I hit you…”
 
    
 
   Rich steps forward and Mursak recoils, but Rich opens his arms and wraps him up in massive hug. Unsure of what to do, Mursak stretches his arms out and gently pats Rich on the back as he begins sobbing. Similarly unsure of themselves, the rest of the group stands around awkwardly for a few moments before dispersing just as awkwardly. Rich eventually leaves with the pills, abandoning Anderson, Mursak, and myself to an otherwise empty room. Mursak breathes out a huge sigh, which turns into laughter after a moment.
 
    
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Nothing… you know… thank god we didn’t do Anderson’s plan.”
 
   “What? Why?” Anderson asks.
 
   “It’s… you know… that was never gonna work…”
 
   “Sure it was.”
 
   “Even if it did… that would’ve sucked.”
 
   “Yeah, but it still would’ve worked…”
 
   “Guys…” I interrupt. “I was ready to do it… and now I’m just relieved. We should celebrate.”
 
   “How?” Mursak asks.
 
   “Alcohol. And LAN.”
 
    
 
   Anderson’s irritation disappears at this prospect and he immediately suggests we get a hold of Jake, who had admitted to playing Starcraft extensively. Once we do, Jake brings Rob, much to my chagrin. Nevertheless, we manage to successfully network a game in the computer lab perched in the English hallways on the Northeast corner of the school and embark on a ‘comp stomp’; four humans versus four computers on their hardest setting with Jake and Rob sharing the duties of one console.
 
   Halfway through the game, Mel and Helen join us. Our attempts to explain the game seem to fall on terminally bored ears, so they eventually revert to having a conversation that starts with music, pivots to politics, and eventually ends up running a gamut of religious pluralism, all while the Terrans and Protoss conspire to eradicate the Zerg scourge from Earth. They have a few drinks with us and eventually excuse themselves a half hour before our campaign ends successfully.
 
   After we’ve exchanged a host of plaudits directed at each other’s play, we turn to more competitive fare, pitting Anderson, Mursak and myself against Rob, Jake, and a swarm of AI soldiers in a game of Rainbow Six: Raven Shield. As it turns out, the computer help granted to our compatriots is powerless to resist the nubile Mursak, the destructive Anderson, and my exacting nature. In fact, I end up personally taking out Rob half a dozen times before his frustration becomes audible, and Jake gives up, having run out of ammo. Finally, we revert to a cooperative match against 50 terrorists.
 
   Once we’ve had our fill, we talk over gaming strategies and return to our respective rooms. I find Mel in my bed, reading another magazine. Rather than change in front of her, I go into the office that links my room with Anderson’s and swap my clothes with pajamas. When I re-enter, I sense Mel’s eyes.
 
    
 
   “…what?”
 
   “What?” She repeats.
 
   “I can feel you watching me.”
 
   “I wanna know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Has it occurred to you I might want to know what you’re thinking?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah… but you don’t ask.”
 
   “…I am now.” I reply.
 
   “You make me feel less lonely.”
 
    
 
   I can’t tell if this is a challenge.
 
    
 
   “Oh…?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t know what’s gonna happen next… and that scares me. But being around you… I don’t think about it as much. And there’s something to that.”
 
   “So…” I amble over toward the bed and eventually have a seat. “…what does that mean?”
 
   “I don’t know. But if I’m the only thing keeping you from losing it… and I feel the same way about you… I think…” Mel takes a deep breath before continuing. “…we’d better take our time…”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “We’re like two sticks of dynamite trying to stay warm next to a fire… and I don’t want to take you down with me.”
 
    
 
   I take a moment to process that. “That’s a great analogy.” When she smiles and laughs nervously at this, I nod and smile back. Having nothing more to add, I go silent, hit the lights, and join her in bed. I can’t squelch a feeling of accomplishment that can best be described as anonymous. Hot on its heels, I consider the scene in the cafeteria earlier; Mursak saved the day by bringing in the flu drugs Karen so desperately needed, but why bother keeping the cache from us? Is it possible that he found more than he’s letting on, either at Ambler or in the supplies we brought back from the community college? Did anyone else look closely enough at the gear to know?
 
   After a moment, Mel puts her arm around me, and I instinctively wrap mine around her shoulder. I try to stay focused on Mursak, but my exhaustion from a physically active day pushes my thoughts further and further from rationality. With Mel’s breath heaving her shapely frame toward me before drawing away, her words begin to intoxicate my thoughts, making it impossible to feel lonely.
 
   


 
   
 
  



01-02-05, SUNDAY
 
    
 
   I really don’t want to get up.
 
    
 
   I still don’t want to get up.
 
    
 
   Despite a slight pain in my eyes and the feeling that I could lie here incapacitated for days, I decide it’s time. As I quietly peel the sheets off, I look over at Mel’s awkwardly twisted body, her mouth hanging open and leaving a streak of drool on the pillow. I pick up my cell phone and check the faceplate to see that it’s 1:30pm. Though it’s not my place to make the judgment, I decide to wake her as well.
 
   We both separately tend to our morning bathroom needs and meet up again in the cafeteria, where we find Jake on his way out. After we’ve secured some eggs Rich had previously broken, frozen, and to which he added salt, we also heat up some the defrosted bacon and enjoy our morning repast with tea, but we don’t finish before Rich joins us. After exchanging some pleasantries and gleaning that Karen is unsurprisingly no better, we get down to business.
 
    
 
   “So, do you have a plan for Penn State?” He asks.
 
   “I… uh… no… I forgot about it…” I reply.
 
   “It’s been a week, Jeff… do you have a proposal? Do they?”
 
   “No… I told you, I think we should meet ‘em halfway.”
 
   “And I agreed… but has anyone looked at a map?”
 
   “I know the way…” I spit.
 
   “…we did… now we don’t know what’s out there to stop us. Call ‘em. I guessed they had a week… and that was almost seven days ago…”
 
   “He called two days ago…” I interrupt. “Said they were good for at least another week.”
 
   “I’m not trying to piss you off.” Rich replies after weighing my tone. “I’m saying they’re running out of water. Think we can pull this off in the next few days?”
 
    
 
   I take a moment to cool the bellicose embers in my throat.
 
    
 
   “Absolutely.” Mel responds.
 
   “Good.” Rich continues. “Anderson says we need a name for the ‘op’.”
 
   “…why?” I ask.
 
   “So you and your friends can identify each other on the radio… he thinks a handle will help weed out… pirates.”
 
   “…pirates.”
 
   “I don’t know what else you call someone combing the airwaves for possible targets. Rob suggested Operation Prometheus.”
 
   “My mythology is a little rusty… isn’t he the one who had his liver pecked out for eternity?”
 
   “After stealing fire for mankind.” Rich replies.
 
   “It’s a cool sounding name…” Mel offers. “And god knows I don’t want anyone plundering my booty.”
 
   “Prometheus it is.” I respond after a hearty snicker. 
 
   “Alright… your friends have supplies to contribute?” Rich asks.
 
   “Weapons and food, so I gather.”
 
   “Great. Let me know when you’re ready… I’ll drive.”
 
    
 
   Rich departs, and Mel exits to exercise, asking me to join her. I decline in favor of getting Alan on the phone. He informs me that they’ve secured reliable transport, spare tires, and enough gas to make the whole journey, but they’re still making a plan on how to exit the city safely, to say nothing of the alternate routes they may have to take if the highways are out of commission.
 
   Once we hang up, I consider that we’ll need fresh water, food, medical supplies, ammunition, spare parts, and gas for the voyage after we’ve determined our roster. Rich’s suggestion of driving strikes me as an absolute, given that he’s the person most qualified to handle and repair the bus, which we’ll certainly need for all the weapons, supplies, and people. Since meeting the group has become my responsibility, I feel it’s a forgone conclusion that I must go to greet them, and thus Anderson will be left to maintain the castle.
 
   After taking sufficient time to myself, I end up spending most of the rest of the day with Mursak, Elena, and Jimmy, which includes playing with stuffed animals, playing in the snow, and a bizarre form of tag in which Elena makes the rules. An hour of play yields my suspicion that Elena is drawn more towards the women of the group, with Mursak remaining an obvious exception, but Jimmy seems equally enthused about everybody. And he appears to be taking his mother’s passing like a champ. My reservations about Elena are confirmed when she keeps talking about Karen and gets excited when Mel joins us.
 
   In spite of this, Mel seems to be caught flatfooted when Elena comes to her for approval. Naturally, Mursak is a regular target for her affections, and I consider the possibility that she simply doesn’t like me, but given her apparent relationship with Karen and Mel, I can’t avoid drawing the conclusion that Elena prefers women to men.
 
   After I’ve had enough of the children, I meet with Anderson to discuss our forthcoming sojourn, finding him reluctantly accepting of his role as guardian while Rich and I get to do what he terms ‘the fun stuff’. For some reason, he assumes that we may be faced with an uncontrollable horde, insisting we take a few automatic weapons with some ammunition and magazines. Disagreement seems moot, so I assent with a weak grin and return to my bedroom.
 
   After a half-hour of solitaire in the dark, Mel rejoins me and we briefly recap an uneventful day. In spite of having had a good night’s sleep, I find myself uncharacteristically tired, so I start by lying down and relaxing. Fifteen minutes passes, and though I may have slept, I can’t reach a decision on whether or not I should let go. Eventually I realize that I don’t have a choice and step confidently into the arms of sleep.


 
   
 
  



01-03-05, MONDAY
 
    
 
   My eyes will themselves open despite a penetrating pain that insists I’m still too tired to wake up. I look off to my right to see that my bedroom door is still shut, then turn over to my left to find Mel staring at me. “Jesus…” I mutter. After stretching, I put my hand over my throat as I turn back to her.
 
    
 
   “How long have you been up?”
 
   “Not long…” She mutters.
 
   “Aren’t you tired?” I ask, yawning.
 
   “I dunno… not really…”
 
   “…are you just… watching me sleep?”
 
   “Not exactly… I was trying to will you to wake up.”
 
   “It worked…” I sigh. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “I was lonely.”
 
    
 
   I smile and stretch some more until I verbalize the alleviated stiffness of my body with an exaggerated moan. I can feel her gaze as I sit up and turn my legs to dangle off the edge of the bed. “Something on your mind?” I ask, getting up and continuing to stretch as I make my way toward the computer. Something about the way she stares at the bed eggs me on. “You wanna talk about it?” After a moment, I turn back from the computer to see her sitting up, her rigid immobility giving me serious doubts as to her state of mind. I slowly rotate my chair to face her.
 
    
 
   “What if… I don’t?” She says, finally.
 
   “Okay… but you’re not fooling me.”
 
   “…what do you mean?”
 
   “Well… apparently you willed me to wake up, which is quite a feat… you say you were lonely, so I don’t see much point in sitting here until I stumble on the thing you want to talk about.”
 
    
 
   She sighs, giving me the feeling that she’s ready to acquiesce.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to ask you something… but I don’t want you think it’s about you and me…”
 
   “…okay…” I mutter, waiting for more.
 
   “When I was gonna leave Ellie and Jimmy yesterday… she said she loves me. It just… made me think…” Mel continues. “I dunno… it’s like… do you think there are different kinds of love?”
 
   “Oh, sure. I think there’s a difference between loving someone and being in love… you love your parents, your family, your friends… you can only really be in love with one person… unless you’re polyamorous…”
 
   “Poly what?”
 
   “Polyamory is when you have an intimate relationship with more than one person at a time…”
 
   “So you think intimacy makes all the difference?” She asks. “Wanting to sleep with them?”
 
   “You know…” I start, freezing. “I don’t know if that’s all it is.”
 
   “Well, I was just sayin’…”
 
   “No no… I’m not… criticizing you… I’m saying I literally haven’t thought about it…”
 
   “Maybe the difference is… passion? I dunno, sacrifice?”
 
   “…how do you mean?” I ask after a moment.
 
   “You make sacrifices for the people you care about. Or sometimes… you wish you had…”
 
   “…meaning?”
 
   “…hindsight is 20/20…” Mel continues. “What do you wish you’d done differently?”
 
    
 
   It crosses my mind that I can speak, but I can’t dream up a reply that will succinctly express my feelings. “You would’ve taken that cut.” Mel says. I know at once she means the flashing slice that ended Julia. I shut my eyes as the images come rushing back, and eventually nod.
 
    
 
   “Do you think you’ll ever get past it?”
 
   “I dunno…”
 
   “Jeff… you can’t trade places with her.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You said you want to be happy… but it’s never gonna happen if you think that way. Just because you lost something… doesn’t mean there’s nothing left.”
 
    
 
   I wonder whether this conversation has had a significant impact on either of us. It feels as though we’ve accomplished something, but will I forget most of this in the next half hour? Rather than dwell on it, I mumble some affirmative reply, take care of my morning necessaries, and then have breakfast. As I eat, I pray that I we can go at least a few hours without being assaulted by the undead.
 
   These prayers seem to be answered, but I try to insure this small victory by attending to the security office, where Anderson and Rich are engaged in polite conversation. Inasmuch as I’m an outside force acting upon them, my arrival feels like a rock being put through a window.
 
    
 
   “Grey…” Anderson starts. “What do you think about Rob?”
 
   “…you know what I think.”
 
   “Okay…” He continues. “We think he did it.”
 
   “…okay…?”
 
   “You don’t have anything to say about that?”
 
   “You remember how we discussed not waiting for the third strike?” Rich interrupts. “He’s not gonna get it.”
 
   “…so we kill him?”
 
   “No no no…” Rich starts as I sigh. “The third strike’s not gonna happen because we don’t let it…”
 
   “Look…” I start solemnly. “I’m tired of talking about it. Are we killing him, or not?”
 
   “I’m saying we’re watching him…”
 
   “Are we killing him…” I cut Rich off forcefully. “…or not?”
 
   “He lives, for now.” Anderson responds. “But the second he starts acting crazy or threatens someone… zero tolerance.”
 
    
 
   I say nothing as I rub my forehead.
 
    
 
   “What?” Rich asks.
 
   “So we’re not killing him. That’s all I wanted to know. You sound like my parents… ‘we’ve got to do something about this’, ‘this can’t continue’, ‘he’s got a rude awakening coming’… I didn’t go to the community center to split hairs. He’s guilty, or he’s not. We’re killing him, or we’re not. We’ve talked enough.”
 
   “We’re not psychopaths… we don’t deal in absolutes.”
 
   “What about the guys at DC cubed?”
 
    
 
   Rich takes a moment to collect his thoughts.
 
    
 
   “Okay.” Rich says, haltingly. “I don’t know where you’re going with this and I don’t care. All the same, let’s make this the final line: If Rob fucks up one more time, that’s it. You, me, or Anderson get an inkling, and we don’t talk about whether we do it… we talk about how.”
 
   “Okay.” I concede.
 
   “Any more news on Penn State?”
 
   “Soon. So, are we done? Talking about Rob?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re done.” Anderson says, starting for the door.
 
   “I don’t wanna be back here in a day or so saying we have to do something about it…”
 
   “If we have that conversation, it’s because he’s going in the ground.”
 
    
 
   After a few moments of silence, Rich and Anderson exit the room simultaneously with me, managing a laugh over the abortive end of our conversation before the three of us get to work on the Penn State trip. We secure our cache of supplies, including lots of water and food that requires little to no preparation. Anderson again insists we’ll need heavy armaments, mainly because we have plenty of rounds to spare and we may encounter a horde, but he adds we might need stock to trade, referencing his earlier positions on acquiring drugs for Karen. Rich and I regard this position skeptically, but acquiesce.
 
   Extra gas and tires are allotted, walkies and radios have their batteries tested, and a supply of blankets is collected in case we get stuck. Anderson includes industrial magnets so we can fix the blankets to the windows to trap heat. Contingency plans are drawn up if we don’t return; an envoy will be sent out within three days, following our potential deviations from 476 or 80 as marked with plastic bags from the mattress store tied off on trees, off-ramp dividers, or sign posts at the appropriate exits. We debate the idea of leaving notes with status updates inside said bags, unanimously deciding to ratify it.
 
   Anderson loads the bus up with the M2A1 5.56mm ammo box we’ve used to load the magazines, leaving roughly 750 rounds, and sets us up with four of our five M-16s. Rich screams bloody murder about this complement, arguing that we don’t need one machine gun, let alone four. Anderson waits until Rich calms down and points out the obvious: one of them could jam and we won’t have anyone around to clear it. Rich feels he could learn how and Anderson shakes his head; even if he could successfully teach Rich how to clear it, he’d need days if not weeks of practice to master the weapon. Anderson buttresses his argument by suggesting there are no bad reasons to carry extra supplies if we can.
 
   When the dust settles, Anderson points to four loaded magazines, cautioning that we don’t have the training or need to go full auto, so when one magazine is spent, someone will have time to reload it while the next one is being used. Finding this to be sound logic, he moves on to apprise us of our four cases of 40-count bottled water, ten cases of canned food with 12 cans apiece, five can openers, a small supply of morphine to complement the medical kit already on the bus, and a small assortment of additional hand-to-hand weapons. He also promises to pack sandwiches for us.
 
   Once supplies have been allocated, Rich gives Anderson and me a presentation on alternate routes, including Jake to solidify his role as envoy. The most problematic area may be the Lehigh tunnel; once 476 gets up to the Pocono Mountains, one swatch of the highway cuts through a mountain ridge that bears the Appalachian Trail on its back, producing a potential mile-long hazard that will be difficult to avoid. Rich cautions that anything interrupting the flow of tunnel traffic could cause a delay of one to four hours.
 
   Rich explains our route several times in the abstract, going over specific areas of concern repeatedly and as clearly as possible, using the map to illustrate and being patient when Jake gets nervous or seems to misunderstand. Rich announces that I should take the Humvee separately so I can more easily navigate potential road blocks and assess the need to clear obstacles or secure alternate routes. After agreeing to partake in another navigation session, Jake departs to enlist Karen’s advice on medical supplies.
 
   Our last act before knocking off centers around doing some surveillance of the grounds; an hour’s circuit yields no disturbances of importance, so we call it a day as we continue to wait for a definitive decision regarding the Penn State group’s desire to connect with us. I finally snatch up my TV and DVD player and connect them in my room, following this up by moving my collection of DVDs as well. Thanks partially to our mall voyages, I have slightly over 1,000 titles in my possession.
 
   When Mel returns from exercising, we head to the cafeteria and end up eating with Anderson and Helen. For the first time, Helen seems to approve of our master plan, rendering the conversation between the four of us focused and convivial. Following dinner, Mel and I watch The Ice Storm, a favorite amongst a few of my film professors. She seems to enjoy it, evidenced by a lengthy discussion after its conclusion. When I imply that it is my favorite Thanksgiving movie, Mel tangentially condemns our recent celebration of said holiday for being about nothing more than food. As she alluded before, she sees holidays as vital opportunities to recognize how lucky we are and how grateful we should be for each other.
 
   Before long, our words begin to fail us as the fight against sleep hampers our ability to carry on for more than a sentence at a time. During one such meandering pontification from Mel, I find a rare breed of tranquility. Her words are lost on me, but the soothing drone of her voice pacifies me like the gentle waves of a lake against the hull of a wooden boat as I lose my battle with sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  



01-04-05, TUESDAY
 
    
 
   I wake up for a moment to what I think is a buzzing sound, but it subsides as I go back to sleep.
 
    
 
   I come around again, now recognizing the vibration of my phone, and leap out of bed to find Alan calling. I excuse myself to the hallway as I answer.
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Yo Jeff…”
 
   “Alan, what time is it?”
 
   “It’s, uh, 12:30.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry… what’s up?”
 
   “I think we’re ready.”
 
    
 
   It’s one thing to discuss this in the abstract, and another to make physical preparations, but I hadn’t truly considered leaving the school until now.
 
    
 
   “Hello…?”
 
   “Right right right… duh… I’m sorry… so, ah… when?”
 
   “We could do it today I suppose… I was more trying to figure when you guys were ready…”
 
   “Jesus, today…?”
 
   “Well, what works for you guys?”
 
   “I mean… we should get started early… we need as much daylight as we can get. Sunrise is just after 7:00… so, does tomorrow work?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I guess…”
 
   “…alright… do you remember how long the drive is?”
 
   “Three hours?”
 
   “Let’s plan for six… it’s not a race. Do you have a map? Enough gas?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How many people?”
 
   “Eight.”
 
   “Right… and you did explain the three-way leadership, right?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “And everyone’s okay with that?”
 
   “Well… they have some questions, but basically yeah, they’re cool with it.”
 
   “Okay… bring whatever you have… food, water, weapons, clothes, blankets… we can resupply once you get here, but it’s just simpler if you bring it. Try to stick as close to the 476 via I-80 route as possible. Are you ready for this?”
 
   “…do we have a choice?”
 
   “…I guess not. I’ll call you tomorrow morning. Either way, we’re headed for you at 7:00am. You have walkie talkies?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Once you clear Penn State, leave one on channel two. Save the other in case you lose the charge. Make sure you have fresh batteries.”
 
   “We’ll be alright.”
 
   “Good. Oh, uh… forgot to mention this yesterday… we’re calling this Operation Prometheus.”
 
   “…okay?”
 
   “It’s like a… code word… god forbid someone listens to our radio chatter… whatever happens, you ask someone what operation they’re running. And don’t say Prometheus unless we prompt or say it first. I know it sounds stupid…”
 
   “Actually, it sounds awesome.”
 
    
 
   I take a moment to chuckle.
 
    
 
   “Glad we’ve got a supporter. Anything else?”
 
   “That should be it.”
 
   “Alright… see you tomorrow.”
 
   “You too.”
 
    
 
   I hang up. I’m exhausted enough to go back to bed, but it seems idiotic to avoid telling the rest of the group about this development. I wake up Mel first, insisting that she’ll need to be there for the rundown. Once dressed, I pop into the security office to have Helen make an announcement, then meet the entire group, save for Karen, in the cafeteria. Once we’ve settled in, I direct my first question at Rich.
 
    
 
   “How’s Karen?”
 
   “Relieved… she needs time, but at least she’s higher on her chances.”
 
   “Good… well… I called you all here because we’re preparing to intercept some new arrivals…”
 
   “What do you mean, new arrivals?” Rob asks.
 
   “I’ve made you all aware that I have friends in Penn State… we’ve been in contact since this started. About a week ago, they informed us that their water supply had been contaminated, so we arranged for them to join us. Tomorrow morning, a small contingent will depart the Mass in an attempt to retrieve them.”
 
   “Who decided this?” Ally asks.
 
   “We did…” I start, referring to Anderson and Rich as well.
 
   “We’re not in the business of letting people die if there’s something we can do about it.”
 
    
 
   Elena and Jimmy stir at this declaration, making me wish Anderson had worded it more charitably. Mursak does his best to explain while Rich continues.
 
    
 
   “The snow has mostly melted on the roads… it’ll be an easy trip, considering.”
 
   “How long again?” Helen asks.
 
   “A day, at most…” Anderson butts in. “I’m staying put. They’ll be gone most of tomorrow… and if they don’t come back, Jake’s gonna find ‘em.”
 
   “Him?!” Rob asks incredulously. “What’s he gonna do!?”
 
   “What’s your problem?” Jake pleads, obviously hurt. 
 
   “No-no…” Rob resumes. “I didn’t mean to say it like that… I mean…”
 
   “Drop it.” I interrupt. “So Karen, Jake, Anderson, Jimmy, Ellie, and Rob are staying put. Who’s going?”
 
   “Why am I staying?” Rob asks.
 
   “You’re on the wagon…” Rich interrupts. “You’ve got enough on your plate…”
 
   “I’m staying too.” Mursak offers. “I’ve got flat feet… torn ligament… plus, someone’s gotta look after the kids.”
 
   “So…” I start. “Who else?”
 
   “I’m in.” Mel says bluntly, raising her hand. “I’m the only one who exercises… you’re gonna want someone who can run.”
 
   “No arguments here. Any other volunteers?”
 
    
 
   Silence. “Okay, I’m gonna venture to say this won’t get it done with just three people. We need one more. Ally?” She appears stunned at this suggestion. “Why me?” She asks after a moment, but the entire group stays silent. As all eyes fall on Ally, she slumps forward into the table, seemingly resigned to her fate.
 
    
 
   “…fine.” She confirms.
 
   “Good… we’re off tomorrow morning at 7:00am. I’m gonna say the departing take sleeping pills tonight… nothing more vital to a long journey than a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “Seconded.” Anderson replies. “We’ll make sure you’re undisturbed.”
 
   “Excellent… then let’s get everything on the bus… weapons loaded, packs sorted, clothes laid out. Whoever’s on sentry duty at 6:30, make sure we’re ready to go with breakfast… nothing too fancy, just coffee, tea, and whatever we can spare.”
 
    
 
   With this edict, the group loads the excess firearms and ammunition onto the bus. The supplies for the morning are arranged for the sake of convenience, and Rich ends up distributing the sleeping pills instead of Karen. Once I’ve ensured that the weapons are cleaned and ready, and that our survival packs are up to snuff, our individual gear is loaded onto the bus and the Humvee; Mel and I will disembark on the latter, Rich and Ally on the former. Anderson insists on showing me around the vehicle, naturally, but since it has an automatic transmission, it shouldn’t be too difficult for me to operate.
 
   As the lesson continues, he informs me that Helen’s made her decision for Jake’s dirges; I’ve never heard of Damien Rice, but the song is Prague. Anderson confirms he’s never heard of it either. After he’s finished instructing me, Rich and Anderson take the vehicles to the bus depot to fill both with diesel and check tire pressure while Mel and I go over the directions again with Jake. I’m put off by his demeanor, but not for the usual reasons; his exuberance with the envoy assignment is quite the opposite of his usual dreary jive.
 
   Before taking my sleeping pill, I again shower and take care of my bathroom necessities. Having returned from the refueling run, Anderson walks the soldiers of Operation Prometheus through the specifics of using an M-16, and then promises to spend much of the next day doing so with those who will remain. He’s blown away that Mel already seems to have a firm grasp of the weapon. Having witnessed her wrath at DC cubed, I’d rather have her shoot one than me.
 
   Though I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve missed something, I retire to my sleeping quarters and futz around on my computer. I steal a few glances at my prom photo, plug in my phone, and play some games. Movie soundtracks flood my mind as I take the sleeping pill, adding an unfortunate layer of excitement to my computing that would ordinarily fuel a long evening of prose, gaming, and movie watching.
 
   Mel joins me, taking her sleeping pill as well. I feel my thoughts transforming from logical procedure to ephemeral, profound sensation as Dumb and Dumber cloaks my fears in the frivolity of unsophisticated fun. When the movie finishes, Mel’s aimless remarks seem deeply significant, inspiring me to stay awake longer. Through the maze of disorientation, the logical part of my brain remains active enough to insist I go to sleep. Without incident, I roll over onto my pillow and feel a delightful haze wash over me.
 
   


 
   
 
  



01-05-05, WEDNESDAY
 
    
 
   My phone alarm infects my dream, temporarily lulling me into the belief that the beeping tone is a communicator from the original Star Trek. Instead of finding an obliging Mr. Scott at the other end, I slam my head into the handle of a drawer behind me. I hope this isn’t a harbinger for the rest of my day. When Mel shoots up in a panic, I can’t tell if she’s suffering from the same aural intoxication or if my potential concussion was the call to arms.
 
   The Ghostbusters montage theme again speeds up what might otherwise be a laborious dressing procedure, and I welcome anything to distract me from the oscillating daze in my skull. Rich meets me on my way to the bathroom and tries to explain an alternate route, but in my state of sleeping pill intemperance, I wonder if he’s attempting to direct me to a different bathroom. I figure it out quickly enough to blow him off and realize that Mel is following me. We brush our teeth in tandem while I avoid my reflection by discussing possible refueling locations on our voyage.
 
   We go downstairs to find Anderson grudgingly supplying us with breakfast, which includes the end of our recently defrosted bagel cache and a proper complement of spreads and butter to go with them. I make myself tea to go and take my pills. While the rest of the group heads off to attend last minute bits of business, Anderson beckons me toward the hallway leading to the gym. When we stop, he turns and proffers a massive stack of hundred dollar bills. It’s definitely the most money I’ve seen in my life. Before accepting the bundle, I add up the denominations of the mustard currency straps to reach a sum of $50,000.
 
    
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Our friends at DC cubed had it.”
 
   “Okay… what am I doing with it?”
 
   “You don’t know what’s out there.”
 
    
 
   I would posit that he doesn’t either, but this isn’t the place for that argument, so I let him continue.
 
    
 
   “I said before you might have to trade… and you don’t know what people are looking for… if they’re smart it’s water and food. If they’re dangerous it’s guns and ammo. If you’re lucky… and they’re stupid… they’ll want money.”
 
   “Point taken…”
 
   “One more thing…” He interrupts. “I don’t want you thinkin’ you’re soldiers just ‘cause of one battle.”
 
   “…okay?”
 
   “We had home field when those bastards came at us… and they didn’t know you’d been to the college. That’s an advantage you can’t ignore. What I’m saying is… if you run into anyone out there, I don’t want you to forget they have the upper hand. Got it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   He pats my shoulder as we walk back into the hall. I return to my room for my trench coat, gloves, boots, and cell phone. Mel joins me as I walk down to the cafeteria to meet Ally before heading to the gate where Rich already has the bus and Humvee started. As we stand by the gate, I begin to get nervous. We’ve talked about this for weeks, planned for days, prepared over the last several hours, and now the only thing left is to do it. I consider that relativity will leave me feeling as though this entire exercise will consume a week. If everything goes according to plan, we should be home before sundown.
 
   Without preamble, I lead Ally and Mel outside to find a few scattered flurries sailing toward the ground. Ally splits off and heads toward the bus while Mel and I hop in the Humvee. My first act is to pick up the CB that our ‘friends’ hastily installed on top of the vehicle’s military-grade radio and make sure Rich and I are on the same channel.
 
    
 
   “Rich, you got me, over?”
 
   “Loud and clear, over.”
 
   “Alright, let’s get this movable feast underway. Over.”
 
   “You’re sick, Grey. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   I look up at the school and immediately notice that the band uniforms have been removed from the Thomas Massey banner above the auditorium. I’ll have to remember to thank whoever took care of that when we return. Rich revs the engine, pulls the noisy bus out of the school’s front lot, and leads us to the left, allowing me to pass him as I cut the same path Anderson took to get us to Springfield.
 
   Though I have my regrets about the purpose of the trek to retrieve our computers, the information we gleaned was invaluable; we proved that the Route 1 onramp to I-476 North was free from blockage only a few weeks ago, and that our path was clear throughout the northbound lanes of what is colloquially called the Blue Route, connecting Philadelphia to the Mid-County Interchange. From there, we must travel the uncharted territory of the Northeast Extension until we hopefully unite with our southbound friends on or before Route 80.
 
   Once on the road, I have Mel search my phone for Alan’s number and dial him. He doesn’t answer, so I leave a message and slip the phone back in my pocket.
 
    
 
   “Does that… worry you?” Mel asks.
 
   “What?”
 
   “He didn’t answer.”
 
   “Not really… he might have it on vibrate, he could’ve left it behind, the battery might’ve died, the cell tower’s down…”
 
   “Oh…”
 
    
 
   Oh. A twinge of doubt I’d just as soon avoid. As I turn on to route 320, Mel motions toward the cup in the console. “Mind if I have a sip?” She asks. I lodge no objection, so she takes hold it and drinks, her face curling in displeasure.
 
    
 
   “What is that?” She spits.
 
   “Earl Grey.”
 
   “Tastes like… watered down coffee…”
 
   “Well, you’re obviously not a tea drinker…”
 
   “No… is it, like… a family thing? Earl Grey ?” She asks.
 
   “Oh, no… though it adds to the appeal. Captain Picard got me started… but I’d been a tea drinker my whole life.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Parents, I guess… no matter what they made for breakfast, I always had tea and orange juice.”
 
   “That’s nice…”
 
    
 
   I look at her as she stares blankly through the windshield. Over the next minute, I watch Mel’s enlarged eyes glaze over as she gets lost in thought. She breathes slow, erratically inhaling sharply. “That’s nice that your parents did that.” She repeats after far too long. “What were they like?” She asks, her eyes staying fixated on the middle ground ahead.
 
    
 
   “My parents? Normal, I guess… dad was a salesman, mom was a nurse…”
 
   “And they made you breakfast…” She mutters.
 
   “Yeah… well, mom did… every morning. How about you?”
 
    
 
   Mel’s bottom lip curls up as she shakes her head.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
   “I mean… what were they like?”
 
   “Mom was an insurance agent… dad was CFO for metalworking company. Weren’t around much… in middle school I was making my own breakfast, packing my own lunches… other than picking me up from baseball practice, they pretty much left me alone…”
 
   “That explains why your crowbar swing has ‘major league’ written all over it. Didn’t your parents… I dunno, keep tabs on you in school?”
 
   “This one time…” She snorts, a big smile eclipsing her face before she continues. “Freshman year… I got called into the guidance counselor’s office… wasn’t doing so hot. ’Neglect’ was the word he kept throwing around… had me in that office for a fucking hour… and he knew he was wasting his breath, I saw it on his face the moment I walked in. Right before he cuts me loose, he says he left my parents a voicemail. So I take the late bus home, and the whole time I’m thinking what they’re gonna do… knowing I’ll get off easier if I just own up. So I get back and tell my mom he called… and you know what she does? Goes over to the phone and deletes the message. Turns out he called her like a month before, and she’d been screening him ever since.”
 
   “That’s awesome.”
 
   “Yeah… I dunno. Sometimes… you don’t always want to be left alone.”
 
   “Right, I can see that…” I start, and for some reason it occurs to me that I don’t remember when I first met her, what I first thought about her, and how I never imagined unfamiliar high school classmates as having families. “But you weren’t, like… alone alone… you always had a lot of friends…”
 
    
 
   She says nothing.
 
    
 
   “…what I mean is… you had someone you could… talk that stuff out with, I mean… right?”
 
   “I don’t think I found out what it meant to be alone ‘til I broke up with John…” Mel blurts out.
 
   “John?”
 
   “Alescio? It was like that thing with you and Julia… my friends were telling me he was a pussy?”
 
   “Oh yeah…” I mumble.
 
   “My best friend Brenda never liked him, and my parents didn’t care enough about my boyfriends to take notice. And there was a long time when they shoulda… the guys I was friends with… it was just a big fucking contest… who was the toughest, who had the best clothes, best bling… half the time you don’t pick who you chill with, and you know they bitch behind your back anyway… but I didn’t think I broke up with John because of what they said… it was like… he was too nice to me. Anyway… three weeks later my dad died.”
 
   “Jesus… I’m…”
 
   “…don’t.” She says flatly. “He had a… heart… thing. Hyper-cardio something… every once in a while he’d get chest pains and go to the hospital… they always said he’d be okay, but one day he just… that was it. My mom… didn’t take any time off after the funeral. It was pissing me off… she just acted so… normal. Then I noticed some little stuff… she bunched up pillows on my dad’s side of the bed and wrapped them in an electric blanket… started… making me breakfast. My friends said they’d be there… all of ‘em… and that douche bag guidance counselor. But I knew it wasn’t sympathy … it was pity. And I fuckin’ hated it.”
 
   “A few months ago…” I start, after a moment. “You mentioned that you’d lost someone… was that your dad?”
 
   “Yeah… I could’ve talked to him about it… to John. I know that… but I was terrified to make it right… and he was seeing someone else. Brenda talked so much shit on him, I’d never live it down… and I didn’t wanna look desperate. I felt like such a bitch…”
 
   “How’d you get through it?”
 
   “…I didn’t.”
 
    
 
   I don’t know what to say, and she senses this instantly.
 
    
 
   “My mom just got worse and worse… but she still wouldn’t say a word about dad… until she tried to blame him for not taking care of himself. It was like she spent three months trying to find a way to make it be okay… and this was the best she could come up with? Oh, I just let her have it. And she broke down. Never seen anything like it before. Like she just… gave up. So now, when I think about my mom… that’s what I think about… that she was just sitting at home… waiting to die.”
 
   “…didn’t you say… she was going to your aunt’s in New Jersey?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. I can’t… that’s what she’s doing in my head. Giving in. Your parents wanted to come back for you. My mom just… gave up.”
 
   “I hope you don’t… blame yourself for that…”
 
    
 
   She takes a moment to respond. “I do. But that’s the way it goes.” I nod in complete agreement. “You ever… tell anyone about this?” I ask after another silence, prompting her to chuckle before replying.
 
    
 
   “Not everyone’s like you.” She scoffs.
 
   “…how do you mean?”
 
   “You don’t keep anything to yourself… “
 
   “…you don’t know that.” I state.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
    
 
   We drive in silence. I lean into the steering wheel as I board the onramp to 476 North, immediately observing two military vehicles; Strykers, if Anderson educated me properly. Both appear to be abandoned. As we make our way onto the highway, I look behind me and see the line of k-rails dividing the road into two lanes, one presumably for military transport and one for civilian traffic. At the first opportunity, I merge into the military lane, assuming that it is more likely to be free from stopped vehicles. The road bends off to the left as we pass under the bridge that made Anderson nervous three weeks ago, and once we’re clear I breathe a sigh of relief and clear my throat.
 
    
 
   “So… I don’t want to be rude, but, uh… did your mom remarry?”
 
   “…how is that rude?” Mel asks.
 
   “Whenever you talk about parents, you tend to use the plural… not just your mom, you know… like you have two.”
 
   “Oh… no… I hate having to explain. When you open yourself up to people, you show them where to put the knife in.”
 
   “That’s… an interesting philosophy.”
 
   “It’s not a philosophy, it’s the truth. A hard lesson… but one you learn through and through.”
 
    
 
   Another silence follows.
 
    
 
   “Do you… feel any better… talking about it?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Well… I’m glad you did.”
 
   “…why?” She asks.
 
   “You were… open. I like that.”
 
    
 
   Mel finally smiles, and I know that talking more could only sully the moment. Ten minutes pass, then twenty, then we come up on the toll plaza that marks an intersection with the Pennsylvania Turnpike. “Coming up on the Northeast Extension… over.” Rich intones over the radio, startling me. I fumble for the receiver before I’m able to confirm.
 
   We pass through the toll plaza without incident. I’ve travelled this stretch of road hundreds of times throughout my life; my father previously owned a cabin near the middle of the state, so taking 476 to 80 was a common occurrence, but this trek has never felt so alien. If I had to compare the experience to anything, it would be the first time I shared a car with a driving instructor and he offhandedly directed me onto the highway. An experienced driver wouldn’t bat an eyelash, but to a neophyte, it is not unlike being unceremoniously shoved into a running of the bulls.
 
   Beyond the toll plaza, the k-rails interrupting the two northbound lanes cease, replaced by a smattering of state police vehicles that have been long-since abandoned. Many of their doors are open, and the light snowfall covers any possible traces of tire tracks or blood. Unlike our swatch of highway, the connecting route 276 has significantly more cars jamming up the on and off ramps. Contrary to my expectations, the dead traffic is not wall-to-wall. As Rich mumbles something on the CB, my attention is drawn skyward to a thick cloud of black smoke bottoming out on the horizon and tapering toward the northeast.
 
    
 
   “What do you suppose that is, over?” I ask of the CB.
 
   “What? Over.” Rich replies.
 
   “The smoke.”
 
   “Ohhh yeah… I see that… no idea, over.”
 
   “I mean, it’s a fire… but is that the highway? Over.”
 
   “Don’t know… don’t think so… whatever’s burning, that’s too big for an accident… looks more like a building. Over.”
 
   “Well, that’s not exactly good news…” I continue.
 
   “I guess we’ll deal with it when we get there. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   We’ll deal with it when we get there? No shit. In the meantime, we keep driving toward the source of the smoke. I involuntarily rub my hand over my face and scalp. We could be stopped by anything at any moment, and if a fire has spread to the highway, we might have no way of passing it, especially if it’s covering an interchange. If that’s the case, what if Alan’s cell phone really is out of commission? What can we do to let him know we’re on the other side? Suppose whatever calamity is causing this smoke befell some part of the highway two hours north? Or the Lehigh Tunnel? We can just go back to our high school, where we have clean water and supplies awaiting us. If they turn back, they have nowhere to go but an apparently barren college town with a poisoned reservoir and a psychopath in their midst.
 
   Suddenly, this entire venture seems like an enormously bad idea with consequences that reach far beyond whether or not we can return safely. Just as soon as I have these thoughts, I shake my head in an effort to dismiss them; what were the alternatives? Let Alan and seven other people die of thirst while we twiddle our thumbs? Could we live knowing that we essentially condemned them? If we all die trying to link up, would the venture still be worth the dozen or so lives sacrificed in an effort to achieve its goals?
 
    
 
   “Why’d you shake your head?” Mel asks.
 
   “Uh…” I stall to avoid admitting that she caught me in a trance.
 
   “Jeff… if you can, try to plan how you’re gonna get around obstructions a little further in advance…” Rich offers. “…the bus has a slower rate of turn… no need to cut it close. Over.”
 
   “Roger. Over and out.”
 
   “So?” Mel asks.
 
   “I, uh… do you ever catch yourself shaking your head… or talking to someone who isn’t there?”
 
   “Well, yeah…”
 
   “Okay… well… that’s what it was.” I state.
 
   “Oh. So why’d you do it?”
 
    
 
   The desire to lie in response to this question rages up my windpipe, but I manage to stifle it. I have to wonder, what’s the point in lying now? As I take note of the fact that our roadway is boxed in on either side by two unending strips of snow dusted conifers, I lay my thoughts bare.
 
    
 
   “I… I was thinking this is a bad idea.”
 
   “What… going to help your friends?” Mel asks.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “No… of course not… I mean, are you just gonna let ‘em starve?”
 
   “No… that’s why we’re doing it.”
 
   “So what’s the problem?”
 
   “…what if they die, but we make it back?” I ask. “What if it’s the reverse? What if we all die?”
 
   “…what if we all live?”
 
   “Obviously that’s the goal… but we don’t know what’s out there to stop that from happening.”
 
   “So… you think this is a bad idea… because something might go wrong?”
 
    
 
   I try to measure my response to that, but she cuts me off.
 
    
 
   “That’s a bullshit way to live.” Mel continues. “Do you think that way when you go to a party, or get in your car, or play football? I know, you don’t play football… but you don’t stop yourself from doing something because there’s a risk, do you?”
 
   “We’re arguing scale, here…” I say, warming to the topic. “I’ve heard that the chance of being struck by lightning is one in a million. Well, okay, but where are you in a lightning storm? Unless you get stuck outside, you’re in a building, or a car, right? I’d say that significantly reduces your chances. Now, what if every time there’s a lightning storm, you climb a telephone pole and hang off the wires?”
 
   “Then you’re an idiot.”
 
   “Exactly. And that’s how stupid this is. The world at large was never a safe place. That was an illusion of social conventions and rule of law, both of which no longer exist. Take away repercussions and the violent, territorial animals will do anything to survive… and occasionally, do horrible things for fun.”
 
   “Did that stop you from coming after me and Helen?”
 
   “…no.” I reply.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   “…it was the right thing to do.” She interrupts. “Something bad coulda happened at the mall, the police station, the high school, the community center… that didn’t stop us from taking a chance. If we did nothing, we woulda died in October. You can’t hit every pitch. But I’d bet on our average.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “So what’s the point in arguing?”
 
   “This is.” I state.
 
   “What is… what…?”
 
   “The point.” I insist. “You could’ve told me this was a shit idea, or bring up some… obstacle I hadn’t thought of. But you think it’s worth doing. Sometimes, that’s all you need to hear.”
 
    
 
   Up ahead, I can see an accident covering the breadth of our northbound lane with a corpse lying supine on the ground next to one of the vehicles. Covered in snow and frost, the body rigidly sits up, the tendons crackling as the powder frees itself from his joints. “Rich…” I say into the CB. “You see a… emergency U-turn back there?” I slow to a stop.
 
    
 
   “About half a mile. Over.”
 
   “Good… we’re not passing here… think the bus can get through? Over.”
 
   “We’re gonna find out. Over.”
 
    
 
   More rhetoric I could do without. I turn myself around and pass Rich, who has to reverse until he can find level enough ground to turn the bus, and eventually we make it to an emergency off ramp. Unsurprisingly, Rich’s turn is made with some difficulty, but he manages to get the bus down the ramp after I’ve burst through the gate deterring motorists from attempting such a maneuver. Despite the adrenaline rush from doing something so taboo, my mind is fixated on something Mel just brought up.
 
   As we travel down an unsurprisingly abandoned suburban street and turn right, I look up at the overpass we recently exited. Passing a dumpy fire station, I take notice of a filthy, armed cluster of people huddled around a well-worn fire pit in front of a tin awning. They regard us with unambiguous vitriol as we drive beneath the overpass and make another right on the access road, continuing northbound in the southbound lane.
 
    
 
   “You see any obstructions in the southbound lane? Over.”
 
   “None of note…”
 
   “Jeff…” Rich admonishes. “You’ve gotta pay attention to both lanes… if you don’t, what’s to say we don’t get stuck again? Over.”
 
   “Did you pay attention? Over.”
 
   “Yes, I just wanted to make sure you did. Over.”
 
    
 
   I plop the receiver back onto the mounting bracket and consider turning off the CB. 
 
    
 
   “Thanks dad.”
 
   “He is such a dick…” Mel echoes.
 
   “He’s right…”
 
   “Doesn’t make him any less of a dick.”
 
    
 
   I involuntarily take a deep breath and exhale. Mel’s resulting attention leaves me vulnerable to her question.
 
    
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “There’s… something I wanted to ask you. And now that you’ve…”
 
   “…is this about Christmas Eve?” She interrupts.
 
    
 
   I can’t bring myself to confirm this. “…why?” She continues. The intervening moment feels like an eternity as I try to sort through how I felt doing what I did. “I killed someone…” I say finally. “That’s not something you get over. And I wanna…” I let out another hard sigh as I struggle to translate my feelings into thoughts before condensing them into words. “What was it like…” Mel starts suddenly. “Killing them?” Though I was unprepared for this question, I recognize it as the toll for her candor.
 
    
 
   “Like I punched my mom.” I say firmly. “I was blind drunk with rage, and when it wore off, I saw with absolute clarity what I couldn’t take back. I see their… faces… try to… rationalize what they felt at the end… scared, empty, vulnerable… and I empathize, because I felt it too… I… touched that fear… got sucked into it… tainted by it. Nobody’s innocent… but that doesn’t reset the bar on guilt.”
 
   “What I did…” Mel replies after a long silence. “…I’ve been used before… used people… and I wasn’t gonna get used. So I kept control. I made them think… ohhh… that I wanted them… made them believe it. I’ve been there before… and I couldn’t let that be Helen’s first time… so I kept them away until you came. And I knew you would…”
 
    
 
   She pauses. I glance up at the black smoke as it takes up more and more of the horizon.
 
    
 
   “No… I didn’t… I hoped you would. I didn’t want the chance to figure out what’d happen next…” Mel wipes a tear out of her eye, but I can tell by her voice that she isn’t even close to crying. “I don’t know how much longer it could’ve gone on… but fuck you if you judge me for that.” She folds her arms and looks out the window.
 
    
 
   “I won’t. No one ever will.” I reply.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘you did what you had to do’ shit…” Mel seethes.
 
   “No… you made a choice no one should have to make, and you did it to protect someone else.”
 
   “Well… so did you.”
 
    
 
   Can I tell Mel that it’s very possible our erstwhile intruders may have had benign intentions, or would that only make matters worse? The stray shot that arguably set off a war may have been a mistake, but it is only one piece of evidence; perhaps these guys would have presented themselves as fellow survivors seeking a symbiotic relationship, only to betray and kill us in our sleep. As Anderson correctly pointed out at our first encounter, the intruders had military clothes and uniforms, and they may well have been responsible for executing Jacoby at Check Point 1.
 
   As we approach another overpass, it seems clear that the source of the fire is close, especially since the mountains are drawing near. The moment we pass out of the shadow, I see fire through the trees directly north. Once we clear the forest, I set eyes on a building composed largely of peach-colored brick awash with flame. A surrounding parking lot is completely loaded with cars, but I can’t see a soul, and there are no other buildings or visible roads nearby. Of the sign adorning the structure, I can only make out the words Health Campus; the windows beneath the first word are belching a fire dense enough to render it unreadable.
 
   Health Campus? The fire here is so all-encompassing that I find it hard to believe it was an accident, but who could have a problem with a medical building? As we continue to rubberneck, it strikes me that I have no idea what happened here, filling my mind with images of the Mass set ablaze by unseen assailants while we roast inside. “Passing Allentown…” Rich says, startling me. A highway sign on the side of the road confirms this. 
 
    
 
   “…last exit until the tunnel, over.”
 
   “How long is that? Over.”
 
   “Fifteen minutes. Over…”
 
    
 
   As soon as I pull the mic away from my face, I see something that doesn’t fully compute. Once it does, I gasp in terror as tears force out of my eyes. “STOP!” I manage to burp into the radio. “What?!” Mel asks, searching for what spooked me. It’s not difficult to find. The piercing blue frame of an otherwise unassuming overpass ahead has a message written in bright silver spray paint: STOP. GO BACK. 
 
   I’m having difficulty remembering the last time I’ve felt fear so thoroughly invade my body, and it’s all I can do to overanalyze my involuntary reaction the same way my friends and I treat jokes: hastily written and giving off absolutely no sense of purpose, the message appears after we’ve already passed a building on fire. It’s fresh enough that it must have been done since the crisis, and we’ve seen no other messages like it. “Alright, Jeff… what do you reckon, over?” My hand shakes as I reach for the CB mic that I apparently dropped. It takes me a moment to put my fear into words.
 
    
 
   “You know that moment in Alien, when they realize the signal on the planet is coming from a crashed ship?”
 
   “…yeah, over…”
 
   “That’s how I feel. Over.”
 
   “So what do we do? Over.”
 
   “…I don’t know…”
 
   “…what if it’s on both sides?” Mel asks.
 
   “What?”
 
   “If it’s the same thing on the other side, we don’t have anything to worry about… nothing bad happened on the way up, right?”
 
   “Okay…” I pick up the CB. “Rich, we’re gonna see if it’s on the other side. Over.”
 
    
 
   I slowly edge forward, my head rotating like a paranoid owl. I deploy the plow on the front of the Humvee, vaguely recalling a movie where a car runs over a patch of razor wire, stranding the occupants in dangerous territory. I expect a horde the size of a small country to appear at any second and anticipate a hail of automatic gunfire, but the silence is deafening. We complete our journey beneath the overpass and discover nothing written on the opposite side.
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing… over.”
 
   “Well, Jeff? Over.”
 
   “I dunno…”
 
   “…you can’t get away with that. This is the big league. Do we go back, or move forward? Over.”
 
   “What do you think, over?”
 
   “My mind’s made up, but I don’t want you to just agree with me ‘cause it’s easy, over.”
 
    
 
   I scramble in my pocket for my cell phone, find it, and attempt to call Alan. No dice. From here, I can see the road continue toward a pinprick to infinity. There’s a steep hill to the right and a lightly graded one to the left, and I know for sure there’s a forest on either side up ahead. It’s a warning. I involuntarily take a deep breath and exhale as more tears slip out of my eyes. If I had the choice between seeing the message and not, I’d have taken the latter, so I have my answer.
 
    
 
   “We go on. Over.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking. Be careful. Over and out.”
 
   “Mel…” I start. “I want you to go with them.”
 
   “What?! Fuck that, I’m not leaving you…”
 
   “I appreciate that… but we don’t have a choice. The cover’s better on the bus, you can move and take aim. And if something happens… that’s what we need.”
 
   “Jeff, I’m not…”
 
   “Mel, seriously… I don’t want to be alone… but we don’t have a choice. Get the M-16s ready.”
 
   “Jesus Christ…”
 
    
 
   Instead of questioning me further, she gets out of the Humvee. “Wait, Mel…” I say over the din of the engine. She stops.
 
    
 
   “Tell Rich… the radio might be tapped…”
 
   “Tapped?” She asks.
 
   “Someone might be listening … so no unnecessary chatter…”
 
   “I’ll tell him… anything else?”
 
   “Yeah…” I sigh. “Blanket the windows. And be careful.”
 
   “You too.”
 
    
 
    I watch in the rearview mirror as she heads toward the bus, imagining a gunshot ringing out, a puff of blood, and Mel hitting the ground. As much as that thought scares me, nothing is more terrifying than knowing I have no idea what I’d do next. A few seconds later, Rich opens the bus door and she steps aboard. I sigh and hesitate before continuing forth, my thoughts turning toward how not fun this is.
 
   When we boarded our vehicles in the early morning, I felt enough excitement to bypass both fear and reason. With the excitement gone, the latent adrenaline is now feeding that fear. That message could’ve been for the fire. It could’ve been a chemical spill. We might cross paths with a group like that of DC cubed. There might be a hundred thousand Zombies. As the possibilities swirl in my head, I view every tree, hill, abandoned car, and highway divider with the same suspicion.
 
   And the road drags on. The calmness of familiarity clouds around my perception, hinting that these roads are known to me and entreating me to relax. What if a bridge is out? What if there’s someone waiting to trick us? Could it be that bad if someone else had the time to stop and leave a message on an underpass that could only be reached by a ladder? I warm myself with the thought that I might never find out. Sure, it’s terrifying now, but if we manage to meet Alan’s group and make it back safely, will the message ultimately matter? On the other hand, the worst case scenario is well beyond my perception.
 
   From a half mile away, I can see our potential gauntlet: the Lehigh Tunnel. At this distance I can only make out a few cars parked in the lot between the two tunnels; the circular southbound lane appears dark from here, but the rectangular northbound lane still has working lights. A massive, 50-foot tall concrete façade bearing the tunnel’s name juts out from the side of the mountain with an access ramp connecting the north and south lanes of the highway behind it, I assume so any vehicle that cannot pass through the tunnel has an opportunity to make a U-turn.
 
   Something moves in the lot between the tunnels.
 
   It’s hard to make out the motion at first, but I quickly identify a group of men walking from the southbound lane over to ours. It doesn’t look as though they were expecting us, but they certainly seem prepared for visitors. This alone is enough for me to sweat in spite of the cold. Behind them, the snowy ridge of the tree-coated mountain looms a daunting 800 feet above us.
 
   The closer I draw, the slower I go. Rich has stopped entirely. One of the men steps out ahead of his heavily armed cronies, gesturing for me to stop. About a half mile behind us I saw an off-ramp leading to the road that travels over this mountain, but it disappeared as an option before we even set out when Rich and I crunched the numbers: the tunnel is just over ¾ of a mile long, and the trip over the ridge would require a 10 mile detour to reconnect with the highway on what could best be described as uncertain roads. And now, we’ve been spotted. Running is futile.
 
   I stop the Humvee, removing the katana sheath from my belt and pushing my rifle into the passenger floor mat. The man who separated himself from the group is still walking toward me, clearly carrying some kind of rifle and wearing a puffy white snowsuit. I consider calling Rich on the CB, but I know it’s just as likely that one of their friends is listening. The fact that nothing comes in on my CB confirms that Rich believes this also. I can’t sit here forever, and I don’t want them to know what’s on the bus.
 
   “I’ve got this.” I find myself saying into the CB. Startled that the words came out of my mouth, I put the Humvee in park, open the door, and leap out. My feet send out a plume of powder that the wind whips away as it yanks at my trench coat. I squint at the sun reflecting off the snow covered mountain as the man in white steps forward. I can now identify that he’s carrying an M-16.
 
   While he approaches, I try to temper myself in advance; I have to avoid answering his questions quickly or nervously while also presenting a front of confidence to keep him on his toes. This will not be easy, but it’ll be better if I let him do the talking. He keeps his finger in the trigger guard as he stops thirty feet away, judging the distance between us as a considerable silence festers.
 
    
 
   “Hi there…” He opens amicably. “What can I do you for?”
 
   “… I was wondering the same thing.”
 
   “I like that…” He chuckles. “Right to the point. You see… this here’s our tunnel. We ain’t unfriendly to outsiders… but there’s a price for our hospitality.”
 
    
 
   He squints as well, tilting his head back to give me a better look at the garlands of red hair poking out the sides of his snow cap and the wrinkled lines that seem to contort every inch of his young face. “Do you take credit cards?” I ask. “Sense of humor too.” He turns back to the five men standing in front of the tunnel entrance. “I like this one!” He shouts back to them, their forced laughter echoing toward us. That sound always brings my blood to a boil, and in this moment, it tempers my fear. The man in white turns back to me as the smile melts through the tangerine goatee around his lips, and in ten steps, we’re nearly face to face.
 
    
 
   “No credit cards.” He’s entirely serious, bordering on intimidating. “No checks, no cash, no gold bullion. No use. We deal in supplies and services.”
 
   “…services?”
 
   “Sure… we spotted your bus… got any fillies lookin’ to ply a trade?”
 
   “Ah… services…” I repeat, swallowing hard. “Well… nothin’ like that. What’s it worth to you?”
 
   “Whatever you got.”
 
   “Hmm… see… that’s not gonna work for us…”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
    
 
   He puts both hands on his M-16. I don’t take my eyes off his. “Sure. We’d like to get through… but there’s not much point if we sacrifice everything.” A devious smile works its way across his face over the course of five seconds. “It’s not a sacrifice… it’s a tribute. We keep the tunnel clear and safe… listen.” He cocks his head back, lightly tilting it to the sides. I can only hear the Humvee idling. “Hear them undeads?” He asks. “I don’t… all the same…” I start, thinking of Rich. “…I can take Mountain Rd. to Ashfield or 248.” He smiles painfully, baring his teeth as his tongue rolls under his canines on the right side.
 
    
 
   “You been on them roads?”
 
   “Not recently.”
 
   “You gonna hump that bus up that mountain?”
 
   “If I have to…” I start. “But I’d prefer not to.”
 
   “Alright Bartleby…” I have no idea what that means. “You’re a close trader… but it’s cold out here, and I don’t wanna be at this the better part of the day. You know what you’ve got, and I’m workin’ my way up to trustin’ you. But if you tell me you got something you don’t… you can forget about trust.”
 
   “That’s only fair.”
 
   “So… let’s begin.”
 
   “One last thing…”
 
    
 
   He takes a step back, but does nothing else. “I’m stating the obvious by saying it’s hard to trust someone in your position… all due respect…” I start, prompting him to nod politely. “What guarantees do I have?” He considers this a moment, then looks back. My heart pumps diesel as I glance at his hand, waiting for a signal to one of his buddies perched on the access ramp above the tunnels. Stop. Go back. Maybe we should have heeded the warning.
 
   When he turns to face me, he nods his head back toward the tunnel. “Friend… you got no guarantees. But you think you’d be seein’ me if I was a dishonest man?” I look past him at the tunnel, searching for bodies, cars that have been shot up, anything. The entire area looks unused, but there’s a garage door between the tunnels. They could be hiding anything in there, but he has a point. I take a deep breath, look back toward the bus, and exhale. 
 
    
 
   “How does a case of water sound?” I open.
 
   “It’s a start.” He replies.
 
   “Two cases of canned food.”
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “Meat and veggies.” I state.
 
   “Gettin’ warmer.”
 
   “Two M-16s.”
 
   “Loaded? Working?” He’s getting excited now.
 
   “Full magazines, just cleaned by a soldier.”
 
    
 
   He stares at me, considering the offer.
 
    
 
   “What kinda ammo?”
 
   “5.56 NATO, FMJ.”
 
   “Okay… so… you want passage for the lot?”
 
   “Actually… I’m gonna go one further. I’m coming back… with friends. Today… hopefully… so I’m gonna want a round trip ticket. Everything I just said, paid in full right now… and when I come out the southbound tunnel… two more cases of water and canned food… and 90 rounds of 5.56.”
 
   “120.”
 
   “I can’t promise that. I can set 90 aside… but I don’t know how much I’m gonna need up north.”
 
   “If you can afford 90… you can afford 120.”
 
    
 
   He stares at me hard as he awaits my reply. My eyes narrow before I respond. 
 
    
 
   “90. More if we can spare it. And I’ll throw in a can opener.”
 
   “What makes you think you can talk me into takin’ less?”
 
   “Well… you strike me as a man who’d rather conserve ammo… so the way I see it… you can take it… or we can use it now.”
 
    
 
   I get that smile again. He stares back for too long, his tongue gliding back and forth over the one tooth. His hand comes off the M-16 so he can unzip his jacket. My fists clench as he reaches inside… and produces a receipt book. I feel my jaw loosen as he pulls a pen out of the spiral binding at the top and writes on the pad. A moment later, he rips the receipt free and hands it to me. The word BARTLEBY is scrawled across it along with an inventory of our transaction. “We have a deal.” He says finally. I nod and take the receipt.
 
    
 
   “When you’re ready, pull up, flash your high beams. Supplies in the bus?”
 
   “Yes.” I reply.
 
   “Unload up there…”
 
    
 
   He starts to turn, but I stop him.
 
    
 
   “Do we shake on it?” I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “…you sure?”
 
   “You don’t wanna shake my hand.”
 
    
 
   With that, he turns and walks back toward the northbound opening. I turn slowly, my back tensing as I trudge toward the Humvee, preparing to duck and run if I hear a gunshot. You don’t wanna shake my hand. What the hell is that supposed to mean? To my immense relief, I make it back to the Humvee and sit in the driver’s seat without incident, immediately picking up the CB.
 
    
 
   “Rich, still with me?”
 
   “Go ahead. Over.”
 
   “Two M-16s with full mags, two cases of canned food, and a case of water. Over.”
 
   “We negotiating? Over.”
 
   “Nope. We’re done. Round trip. Have the guys get it ready at the front and bring it out. Just you… do you understand? Over.”
 
   “I read you. Over.”
 
   “Let me know when you’re set, over and out.”
 
    
 
   And we wait. I glance at the needle on the fuel gauge and consider that it might be wise to refuel once we’ve made it a safe distance from the tunnel. If we survive it. I replay what I told the negotiator in my mind; he has to assume I have more weapons than the ones I’m giving him, or there’d be no point to haggling about bullets, and I mentioned there’s a soldier in my group. I revealed these things willingly with the intent of giving him doubts about the strength of our group. If Mel and Ally blanketed the windows, we don’t have anything to worry about, unless they have a thermal scope.
 
    
 
   “Ready. Over.” Rich calls out over the CB.
 
   “Okay… nice and slow. Over.”
 
   “Copy… over and out.”
 
    
 
   I flash my high beams as instructed and pull forward. I pinch my .45 between my thighs with the barrel facing the ground, flapping my trench coat over my legs as we advance. As I pull between a highway divider and a guardrail, I know I’m at the point where we truly become vulnerable. Another guy, wearing jeans and a bright blue winter coat, steps out in front of the car carrying an automatic weapon with which I am unfamiliar. I slow to a stop, smile, and wave just as I pull beneath the shadow of the tunnel. He nods back at me.
 
   Behind me, the bus crawls up slowly until it finally stops. I watch in the rearview mirror, staying mindful of whatever’s happening on my left side. Three men approach the side door of the bus, stop, and wait for it to open. I can’t hear the conversation over the engines, but I can see the negotiator’s mouth moving. One of the men steps forward and Rich hands him a case of food with the water on top, then returns to the bus. A moment later, he hands off another food case with both M-16s on top.
 
   The men walk away, but the negotiator remains. He points to the rear of the bus with his M-16 as if to illustrate a point and silently nods. I’m waiting for him to lift his weapon and start shooting, at which point this tunnel will be the stage for a reenactment of the last half hour of the film Heat. The negotiator points inside the bus and takes a step back. Not taking his hand off the grip of his M-16, he unzips his jacket again and produces a walkie-talkie. He says a few words and Rich extends his hand from the opening.
 
   The negotiator takes another step back and seems to repeat himself. Rich’s hand wavers sideways, and then disappears through the door. The negotiator walks in front of the bus and steps over the guardrail to get to the lot between the two tunnels, Rich closes the door, and the guy in front of me gets out of the way, motioning for me to pass.
 
   The northbound tunnel is merely two walls lined with dull tungsten lights and a ceiling of decrepit white tiling. After about a thousand feet, the tungsten lights end, replaced by fluorescents. In the midst of this lighting change, I wonder where the emergency exits are. Having travelled this tunnel frequently, I thought there were doors in the wall every few hundred feet. Somehow, I completely missed the security cameras posted with frequency.
 
   I get a lump in my throat as we approach the middle. There’s definitely a door ahead to the left. Staying in the right lane, I take one hand off the wheel and clutch my Colt. If there were any place to do it, it’d be here: cut the lights, blow out the tires, and watch us scatter like roaches. I pass the door and nothing happens. I let go of the pistol and prepare myself for the possibility of a car or obstruction greeting us at the other end of the tunnel. We pass another door on the left, and as we approach the exit, nothing stirs.
 
   Once I am reintroduced to the sun, I look back as the bus escapes the shadow. There are four men loitering between the lanes on this side, but they appear to be sitting around smoking, allowing us to drive freely away from the Lehigh Tunnel. The radio remains clear, and every inch taking us further makes me feel immeasurably better. A mile up the road we hit the first overpass, so I pull the Humvee off to the side and wait for Rich to do the same.
 
   Once he’s stopped, I leap out of the Humvee, run back to the bus, and leap into the open doors, finding Ally and Mel beyond ecstatic. Both of them embrace me as soon as I get up the steps, while Rich extends his arm for a semi-sarcastic handshake. “So…” I start. “He said you wouldn’t want to shake his hand too?” Rich shakes his head, developing a coy smile. “What else we gotta do for that piece of shit?” He asks. I wasn’t expecting his reaction to be this antagonistic.
 
    
 
   “When we come back…” I reply. “…two more cases of water, food, and 90 some rounds of 5.56.”
 
   “You just… gave him that?”
 
   “Yeah. Compared to him killing us, or… alternative… services… it was a bargain.”
 
   “Alternative… what…?” Ally asks.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” I interrupt. “We prepared for this.”
 
   “Who says he doesn’t renege?”
 
   “Why bother to give me this?”
 
    
 
   I produce the receipt. Rich looks at it for a long time, then holds it up and raises his eyebrows.
 
    
 
   “You told him we’re coming back.” Rich states. “Did you tell him we were bringing people?”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Maybe he wants to wait until he’s got everyone in one place.”
 
   “Maybe you’re overthinking it.”
 
    
 
   I can’t believe we’re staring each other down over this.
 
    
 
   “Guys…” Mel starts.
 
   “Maybe you should’ve let me handle it…” Rich interrupts.
 
   “Aw, fuck you…” I respond. “There are about a billion ways that could’ve gone, not many end with us on the other side alive, unharmed, and well-supplied.”
 
    
 
   Rich stares hard at me, eventually smiling as he shakes his head.
 
    
 
   “You little prick. Alright Bartleby, what’s the next move?”
 
   “We’re about 30 minutes from the 80 interchange, that’s roughly the halfway point. We catch a breather, try to refuel… does it make sense to wait for them?”
 
   “We don’t know when they left…” Mel offers. “So we have no idea when they’d show up.”
 
   “7:00am, right?” Ally asks. “You agreed on that? If that’s the halfway point…”
 
   “It’s not exact… if I read the map right we go about a hundred miles, right?”
 
   “Right.” Rich replies. “And they go 130.”
 
   “But we don’t know what’s in the way…”
 
   “So you propose we wait for them?” Ally asks.
 
   “No…” Mel continues. “Like Jeff said… chill for a minute, listen to the radio, then get moving.”
 
   “Okay…” Ally acknowledges, looking to me. “And you tried your friend on a landline?”
 
    
 
   No I fucking didn’t.
 
    
 
   “Shit.” I manage.
 
   “Then we do that too…” Mel says quickly. “Whatever, it’s not like we’re going to the moon…”
 
   “…mmm, yeah, it’s a lot like that.” Ally offers. “We know where we’re going… but we have no idea what’s going to happen on the way or what’s going to be there when we arrive. We have limited supplies and no safety net. Just because we know where we are doesn’t mean we’re safe. Every mile we put between us and Massey is another one we have to take back. Don’t forget that. We might as well be in space until the moment we park in front of the school.”
 
   “There a problem with that?” Mel asks. “I mean… I could be remembering this wrong, but we made it back from the moon every time. But oh, this is more dangerous. I’m not here to bitch… I’m here because it’s worth doing. I’m okay with you guys being the smart ones…” She motions to Rich and Ally, and then looks back at me. “But we’ve got the balls to get you there.”
 
    
 
   Rich widens his eyes and plops his hands on his knees, exhaling as he stands up. “Okay, if we’re done with this dick measuring contest… let’s move out.” I chuckle as I stand up and start down the steps. Halfway down, I look back at Rich. “This is my stop, do you mind?” He rolls his eyes as he works the lever to open the door. Just before Mel and I get back to the Humvee, she points out a Zombie tumbling down the hill to our right. “Almost a novelty at this point, huh?” I say. Mel smiles as she gets in, and I follow suit. I start up the Humvee and rev forward; the plow is already oriented to the right, so it’s no surprise when we catch the crawler’s upper torso and watch him get sucked under the passenger side tires before getting blown apart with a concussive explosion of blood.
 
   The proceeding drive is uneventful; we spot only a few scattered corpses along the highway until we pass over a river, at which point I get distracted enough to draw us within inches of the k-rails, watching several corpses in the water below as they struggle against the current toward a goal I can’t divine. Shortly after the river, Mel spots a potential jam ahead, so we pull off at the Mahoning exit. We try to merge back on the onramp, but the jam extends beyond that, so we cross over 476 to go North in the southbound lane.
 
   This works for about three miles until the southbound lane is jammed up. I can say without a doubt that the Humvee could make it around on the grass beyond the shoulder, but the bus would be stuck. Mel’s solution is surprisingly simple; get the Humvee parallel to the lanes and push the dividers until they’re clear. This proves slightly more difficult than we’d imagined, but we manage to push two of them far enough to accommodate the Humvee as well as the bus.
 
   Rich radios to inform me that he’s going to make a note of this particular detour, and though I first wonder why he’d bother, it eventually becomes clear that we’d be better off returning in the northbound lanes, barring some additional distractions. After he signals the end of his transmission, I get the feeling that we’re driving through deeper snow than the miles before the tunnel. I can’t tell if I’m imagining this or not, but eventually I err on the side of caution and leave the plow deployed. I glance back toward Rich and gauge that the bus is slightly wider than the Humvee, but as he lodges no objections to the plow, I assume he’d rather travel with it than without.
 
   Minutes later, we’re treated to the sight of snow-dusted trees bunched on the gently rolling mountains that obscure the Penn Forest Reservoir. While much of the drive is a valley of blacktop sandwiched between sharply declining hills lined with trees, this section is one of only a few where the highway rises above the foliage, turning the forest below into a nebulous sea of wide brush strokes. When driving to my cabin, these vistas were a welcome distraction from an otherwise mundane voyage. Now, they provide a touchstone that removes some of the solemnity attached to Ally’s assessment that we might as well be travelling through space. At worst, it’s a familiar landscape with new dangers, though just because we survived the tunnel doesn’t mean we’ve eliminated the possibility of something worse awaiting us.
 
   Soon thereafter, the thirty-foot high trees return and I know that we’re plowing through the middle of Hickory Run State Park, which means that route I-80, the Keystone Shortway, is only a few miles ahead. After passing the proper exit sign, I see a massive post sprouting golden arches next to another pole advertising a hotel chain. One mile later, I can see light pylons jutting up from a clearing with sparse single-story buildings and a conical salt storage dome poking out of an undisturbed sheen of snow. We corkscrew around the off-ramp, pass the toll plaza, and end up in an intersection near a series of chain restaurants, a hotel, and a Wawa gas station. We’ve made it halfway.
 
   I lead the charge to Wawa, and though I expected to find it ransacked, I did not anticipate that it would still have power. Mel enters the building to use the facilities as I follow Ally’s suggestion and attempt to reach Alan through the landline. He does not answer. Once finished with the phone, I join Rich as he systematically tests the gas pumps with a credit card taken from a corpse in Newtown Square. One by one, each dispenser proves empty until he arrives at the diesel pump. Fortunately, we are able to squeeze a few precious gallons out before the nozzle begins to sputter.
 
   Following Mel’s lead, Ally steps into the building as Rich and I review our fuel intake. As Rich finishes checking the tires on both vehicles, I step on a snow mound outside the parking lot to get a look at the hotel perched precariously close to this massive junction in the middle of nowhere; despite the relative absence of cars on roadways, the lot for the hotel is nearly full, and many of the cars are curiously free of snow. Rich joins me after a moment, surveying the snow-swept mountains and the tranquility of the abandoned interchange.
 
    
 
   “Whaddya suppose that’s about?”
 
   “What?” I reply.
 
   “The hotel…”
 
   “Got me. Can’t be a terrible place to hold up.”
 
   “Should we stop in?”
 
   “Nah…” I continue. “No need for that kinda trouble.”
 
   “Yeah… we’re in enough as it is.”
 
    
 
   I know that tone. I thought he and I were supposed to be on pleasant terms after we voted to become a hermit kingdom, but he’s been steadily eroding my good will over the last week. I don’t give him the satisfaction of engaging him, waiting for him to continue.
 
    
 
   “You remember when we brought Helen in?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Even if we’d had the time… I couldn’t have talked you into it. Two months later, you win the debate over staying isolated… but here we are.”
 
   “…this is a little different.” I reply.
 
   “Because it’s your friends.”
 
   “Because they’re in trouble. You wouldn’t refuse help to a dying man.”
 
   “No… I wouldn’t.” Rich insists. “Everyone wants to protect their families… but you led the charge to stop that.”
 
   “Rich…” I sigh. “Can you just shoot up a flare when you get to the point?”
 
   “This is a rescue…” He grunts. “It’s the first time we’ve done this for someone outside the group… and it’s your friends.”
 
   “So, ah… Jesus, Rich… do you wanna just turn back?”
 
   “No. I wanna see this through, and that’s my point. Doesn’t matter to me who we save. But it matters to you.”
 
    
 
   He walks away, as I knew he would. What an impregnable dick. It’d be one thing if he’d essayed these concerns before he left, but now we’re a hundred miles from home and he’s telling me we should’ve done this months ago. What’s the point now? It’s not as though we can change the past. And I dare say this situation is unique; we’ve never been in direct contact with someone who needed our help and had the chance to grant or deny it. Except for Tracy Dantis.
 
   I look back as Rich continues toward the bus and wish I could shout that out to him, but I know it’d be too late. We didn’t even know her, but I made the executive decision to include her. Yes, she ended up killing herself and sidling us with another kid, but I can’t imagine arguing that we made the wrong choice.
 
   Once Mel and Ally have made their way out of the Wawa, we retreat to the bus and reconnoiter the radio. Static hisses on each channel, giving us little hope that our westbound compatriots are close enough for us to stay put. Twenty minutes pass on the cold bus before Rich suggests we get moving along 80. When Mel and I hop off to restart the Humvee, I get a sinking feeling that we’ll reach a point in the second leg of the journey where we have to call it quits. How close will we get to Penn State before I’m finally willing to give up on them? What if we somehow manage to pass them and return to discover they beat us back? What if they beat us back because we never return?
 
   When we merge on I-80, I realize it’s been years since I’ve been on this road, as opposed to the mere months that have passed since I traveled further north on 476. A gasp I hadn’t expected fills my lungs as I recall the last summer voyage to my cabin. Alan and Jack were there, along with Drew, Mursak, and my brother, among others. I remember taking shots around the fire, blissfully staring up at the stars, eating a BBQ pulled pork sandwich I’d heated up in our unreliable oven after purchasing it cold at the nearby country store. I’ve retained the affectations of sitting on the couch listening to a mix CD in those dingy environs, loving every ecstatically intoxicated moment, never once imagining that I would never experience it again.
 
   Mel asks what I’m thinking, but I passively demur. Those moments are mine. I notice the first bead of snow lilting from the slate-gray sky above as we pass one of the many truck stops on the way; how is it that the clouds moved in without me noticing? I hear Rich’s voice tick in on the radio, and though I might have ignored this outreach before, I now impose a measure of urgency upon it; on his behalf, I feel increasingly terrified that there will be no response.
 
   Again, I wonder when we will be forced to give up and go back, possibly because I never truly considered that we might not meet Alan and Jack. For the first time in the day, I’m concerned with time; it’s 12:08pm, so I know that the sun will set in five hours. Our journey is now five hours long, so though our trip back may be quicker due to our familiarity with the roads, we are now halfway into our daylight with conditions worsening and no Alan in sight.
 
   “Jeff, you there, over?” Hearing Rich’s voice now frightens me. What if he’s about to suggest we turn back? In addition to having a fruitless venture that wasted fuel, we’d return empty-handed, condemn my friends to death, and owe the tunnel crew more supplies that hadn’t benefitted us. I mumble a response into the radio and await his reply.
 
    
 
   “Your walkie on, over?”
 
   “No… over.”
 
   “Do they have a CB? Over.”
 
   “Not that I know of, over.”
 
   “But they do have a walkie-talkie, right? Over.”
 
   “Yeah, what’s your point? Over.”
 
   “They’re not gonna pick up our signal on the CB, doesn’t matter if we’re listening or talking. Over.”
 
   “Good call. I’ll turn it on now. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   I consider a welcome message as I switch my walkie-talkie on, but I decide against it. Instead, I listen to the slight static hum that accompanies the receiver. I catch myself sighing twice before Mel decides to pipe in. When she speaks, I’m so glad to hear another person speak that I don’t concern myself with what she says until it computes.
 
    
 
   “What scares you, Jeff?”
 
    “That’s… a surprisingly profound question.”
 
   “Why? You don’t think I’m smart enough to challenge you?”
 
   “Wha-no… I mean… it’s just harder to give an answer than you’d think… I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “…yeah you do.”
 
    
 
   She has me there.
 
    
 
   “This does.”
 
   “…what?” She asks.
 
   “…I put the four of us at risk coming out here… and… I can’t be optimistic about it. I’m trying… but the further we go… the more I get the feeling we’re gonna come back without them. If at all.”
 
   “You’re not scared of dying?”
 
   “…aren’t we all?” I ask.
 
   “But that’s not the first thing you’re scared of?”
 
   “…no. I’m worried about everyone else.”
 
   “Hmm…” She affirms indifferently.
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “At first… it was my mom… but now… I dunno… getting left behind?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “…it’s like… the rest of you are just so… tight, you know? It’s like, if anyone got left behind, it’d be me.”
 
   “Well, I’m not gonna let that happen.”
 
   “You can say that…”
 
   “No. Mel… you know I’m not gonna let that happen.”
 
    
 
   She nods. Time passes. I try to rationalize a point at which we call this off or at least stop to consider our options. Ahead and to the right, I can see another set of golden arches screaming above the treetops. Despite a relative dislike of junk food, I would kill for a cheeseburger and fries about now. The sign for exit 242 approaches ahead and subsides behind us as I hear static on the walkie-talkie. Mel and I look at each other before a voice becomes distinct. It’s a woman and a man.
 
    
 
   “…is that noise…”
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “…someone else with…”
 
    
 
   I immediately pick up the walkie-talkie, only to have squelching static bark out of the speaker. “Dammit!” I spit, holding it away from my face before continuing. For the first time, I’m glad Anderson taught me 10-code, since it’s probably the most viable option for engaging a stranger over the radio. “10-37, 10-37, over.” Silence follows, and then a few burbles and pops over the airwaves before a woman’s voice comes through clearly.
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “10-37, over.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “…10-37 means identify yourself. Over.”
 
   “…what if we don’t?”
 
   “…then I won’t know who you are. And please say ‘over’, or I won’t know you’re done talking. Over.”
 
   “Why should we tell you?”
 
   “What operation are you running? Over.”
 
    
 
   A long silence follows. I slow down as we approach a bridge extending over the Susquehanna River, passing the onramp for exit 242 as well as a small complex of fast food restaurants and a gas station. We finally stop just before the guardrail transitions into concrete dividers, whereupon I roll down my window and listen to the silence. Mel grabs my arm, arresting my attention.
 
    
 
   “Zombies…”
 
   “Where?!” I ask.
 
   “At the gas station back there… lots of ‘em.” She says.
 
   “Headed for us?”
 
   “Dunno, didn’t see.”
 
   “What did you wanna know?” The woman’s voice cracks over the radio.
 
   “What operation are you running, over?”
 
    
 
   The silence extends another few seconds. “Prometheus.” I sigh. As Mel audibly smiles, I slam my fist into the dashboard and let out an unrestrained scream of ecstasy. Before they can speak again, Mel hugs me.
 
    
 
   “Jeff?!” A male voice starts.
 
   “Who is this?” I ask.
 
   “Dude, it’s Jack!”
 
   “Thank god… where’ve you been, over?”
 
   “It was tough gettin’ out of Little Mountain… where are you?”
 
   “On 80, nearly at the Susquehanna. You? Over.”
 
   “We can’t get around the bridge…” Alan cuts in. “There’s about, uh… eight cop cars blocking it, over.”
 
   “Oh… oh! Don’t worry about that… you don’t need your cars… we’ll just pull up and collect you guys… Rich, you still with us? Over.”
 
   “Yeah… I’m not gettin’ this hog across without turnin’, so I’m gonna have to back it up, over.”
 
    
 
   I shift the Humvee out of park and gun it across the bridge.
 
    
 
   “Do what you gotta do. Alan, Jack, you guys at the bridge? Over.”
 
   “Nah…” Alan responds. “We’re trying to go around… there’s another bridge up north, but it’s infested. Over.”
 
   “With what, over?”
 
   “Zombies.”
 
   “Shit… got some here as well. Double back, over.”
 
   “On our way… over.”
 
    
 
   They weren’t kidding about the cop cars; at least eight police vehicles are pinned up against the opposing side of the bridge, and nearly all of them have flat tires and open doors, assuring that they’ve been looted. I stop just short of the barricade, and fortunately, there’s just enough space to enable a three-point turn. I step out of the Humvee, trying to listen for our approaching comrades. While I scan the surrounding area, I can hear Mel light up a cigarette. “Weren’t you trying to cut back?” I ask listlessly. “Old habits, right?” She replies. 
 
   I look up at the thick blanket of pale gray clouds to see a steady stream of snowflakes rushing toward me. “Hopefully that won’t pick up.” I say with the wind ripping at my trench coat. I put my gloves on and hop up on the hood of one of the cars to survey the road, finding a set of tire tracks in the snow that apparently skidded to a stop just a few feet from the police vehicles. That’d have to be Alan, who never distinguished himself as a particularly safe driver.
 
   I pivot toward the other side of the bridge, squinting to get a look at the bus as it backs up silently. Just beyond, three of the undead have begun working their way up the hill toward the highway. We can handle this cluster, certainly twice that at the very least, but if they continue adding more, we’re gonna have one hell of a time clearing them out. Nevertheless, panicking would seem preemptive at this point. We have plenty of time to do this.
 
   Finally, I spot Alan’s Escort and Jack’s Malibu curling around the on-ramp beyond the trees to our right, accompanied by the sound of clanging tire chains. They approach deliberately until finally stopping a few feet from the police barricade. As they turn off their engines, the fact that we’ve successfully navigated almost half the state to rescue our friends hits me. The feeling that the worst is behind us is so all-encompassing that I don’t even concern myself over the potential shit storm that awaits us in the Lehigh Tunnel, leaping off the hood to greet Alan as he pulls himself out of the driver’s seat. For a moment, this deceptively thick-set nerd with matted blond hair and cold gray eyes seems unsure of what to do, so I take away his choice and hug him.
 
    
 
   “Jesus Christ, it’s good to see you.” I start.
 
   “Likewise…”
 
   “So, Little Mountain?” I continue.
 
   “Uh, yeah… it wasn’t a cakewalk… but we managed.”
 
   “…man of few words… Jack!”
 
    
 
   I know that Jack is uncomfortable with hugging, but I embrace this gangly, pale, nervous geek with gusto.
 
    
 
   “How the hell are you?”
 
   “Better now, man…” He grins.
 
   “Got some supplies to hand over?”
 
   “Yeah, uh…”
 
    
 
   He looks past me to see Mel sliding over the hood of the car I just negotiated. “Where are my manners? Jack, Alan… Mel Landon.” She hugs Jack warmly, something that pleases me greatly. Jack’s eyes ask if we’re together as she hugs Alan, but I shake my head. As Mel pulls away from Alan, our new complement finishes pooling up behind Jack. “You know Nick Wilborn…” I shake hands with the chubby, dark-haired, bespectacled psychopath I’ve never met. “This is Heather Chapman…” A tall, slender, fair-skinned girl with sharp eyebrows and an ebullient, seductive grin engages me next.
 
   “Lada Dragomirov…” A short, compact young woman with shadowy eyes, dark features, and a vaguely Slavic face takes my hand. “…Andy Kremens…” A tentative wave accompanies the distrusting brown eyes and sloped shoulders of this doughy-featured nerd. “… Levi Hazen…” He’s black, fit, and just shorter than I am with a trim goatee, firm grip, and probing eyes. “And Nancy Candler-Hollowell…” Her chiseled countenance and demure ‘it girl’ good looks are belied by a loose handshake and absent stare.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you.” I start, recognizing the value of first impressions before I continue. “I’m Jeff Grey, this is Mel Landon… we’ll be your guides on the Eastern tour of our fair state… you’re welcome to take pictures of the wilderness, but I don’t see the point, since every goddamn tree looks the same.” The cathartic chuckle confirms that my joke is lame, but welcome.
 
   “Now, if everyone could gather their gear to load up, we can get underway… roads are pretty clear, so we should make it back before dark…” I turn back to the bus to find Rich waiting in the doorway. “Right in here…” He interrupts. He leaps down to reveal Ally standing behind him. “Wonderful… everyone, this is Rich McKnight, on the bus there is Ally Luangrath.” A brief chorus of hellos bubbles up. “Okay… so, get everything you can together and listen up…” Alan’s group returns to their vehicles to begin offloading luggage and supplies.
 
    
 
   “…I’ll keep this brief.” I continue, insuring I have their attention. “We’re settled in Newtown Square, about ten miles outside Philadelphia, holed up…”
 
   “Wait, what?” Heather asks.
 
   “…yes?”
 
   “I thought we were goin’ to the Philly citadel?”
 
   “…no…? Who told you that?”
 
   “No one told me… I just figgered…”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s the army, right? So why not?”
 
   “Well, there might be a hundred thousand people downtown. How many of them want out? How many are depressed, crazy… suicidal? Who collects the garbage, and where does it go? What does it smell like? What happens when the power goes out, or they lose water?”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Me either. No force on earth could control that. So we focus on what we can control. Our group is small and manageable, that’s why we’re still alive. With us, you’re one in twenty. You think you’d get better odds with the hundred thousand?”
 
    
 
   The group dispassionately mumbles in agreement, which gets my kettle boiling. Did Alan and Jack lie about explaining how we would absorb their group, or did they just neglect to make it clear? If one of them brings up electing new leaders, I’ll strangle Alan. While the newcomers create a line to pass their gear into the bus, I take note of Jack and Alan bickering at the back of the Malibu, so I approach to mediate.
 
    
 
   “Guys, what’s up?”
 
   “Uh… our DVDs and computers…” Alan starts. “Do we have room?”
 
   “…it’s a school bus. Take whatever.”
 
   “Told ya.” Jack says to Alan.
 
   “Let’s pick it up, guys…” Rich orders from the back of the bus. “Get everything, but get it fast, okay? We’ve got incoming.”
 
    
 
   I wave Rich away as he retreats inside the bus. “Don’t say anything to him about the computers.” I whisper to Jack and Alan, their quizzical looks suggesting that they don’t understand. They sling their computer equipment bags over their shoulders and head toward the bus carting their towers underhand. On the way back, Alan awkwardly nods toward me, walking toward the snow covered grass of the median. I follow, glancing down the gently sloping hill to a road parallel with the icy river beyond.
 
    
 
   “What’s up?” I start, sensing his reticence.
 
   “Uh… can I… is there any way to… y’know… bring my car?”
 
   “Oh… I don’t think so, dude…”
 
   “I just… I don’t wanna ditch it…” 
 
   “I know, man… it sucks. Sometimes to move forward… you gotta leave something behind.”
 
    
 
   He nods ruefully, glancing back at me as he starts toward the bus. As he reaches the pavement, he catches a look from Heather, and when she smiles, he looks away. When I pass the guardrail, I catch a few of the Penn State group standing around the empty cars listlessly. “Is that it?” I get no objections. “Alright, everyone… stop your grinnin’ and drop your linen… we’re moving out!” As I approach the bus, I hear some squabbling inside. I step to the back hatch to find Rich clapping his hands on the tops of the seats as he makes his way toward me.
 
    
 
   “What’s up?” I ask.
 
   “Two girls are arguing over who gets to sit closer to the front.”
 
   “You’re… seriously?”
 
    
 
   My dismissive laugh is met with a hard stare that gives me a cold sensation in my stomach.
 
    
 
   “Is it a problem?”
 
   “Not yet.” Rich replies.
 
   “Look… they’ve had a shitty week, and I’m sure being packed into a sedan hasn’t helped… we about ready?”
 
    
 
   Rich bows in abeyance, allowing me to start back toward the Humvee with Mel. Once I have it started, I pull ahead of the bus and stop to activate the CB so Rich can inform me when he’s ready. I reach for my walkie-talkie, but it’s not on my belt. I check my pockets, the floor, and the dashboard.
 
    
 
   “Mel… have you seen my walkie?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “My walkie, is it on the bus?”
 
   “I… don’t think so… Jeff?”
 
   “I don’t remember putting it down…”
 
   “…Jeff?”
 
   “Christ, I hope I didn’t drop it…”
 
   “Jeff!”
 
    
 
   My head snaps toward the highway; it takes my eyes a moment to focus through the increasingly heavy precipitation and developing fog, but I clearly spot two dozen dark bodies blowing up dusty patches of snow as they jaunt up the westbound lanes, followed by a few more wrenching themselves free of the undergrowth a few feet from the shoulder.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I saw ‘em before, shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   “They have friends, Jeff…”
 
   “We’re in cars…”
 
   “On a bridge.”
 
    
 
   I consider retorting, but she’s right. A heavy slam on the window nearly instigates a heart attack, but I sigh in relief when I see Alan holding my walkie-talkie, opening the door to accept it. “Thanks… make sure Rich has the CB on.” I watch Alan trot back in the rearview mirror as Mel picks up the receiver and calls out to Rich.
 
    
 
   “Right here, over.”
 
   “See the other side of the bridge? Over.” Mel offers.
 
   “I do now… what’s the plan, over?”
 
   “Go now.” I say, taking the mic. “Over and out.”
 
    
 
   I pop the Humvee out of park and rev toward the far side of the bridge as the undead assemble to face us. At first, I assume we can use the diminutive shoulder to pull around the first of the corpses, but the closer we get the more certain I am that we’ll have to plow through them. It worked before, so there’s no reason to assume it won’t now. Mel puts both arms in front of her face, emitting an escalating whine as we draw nearer to the bald man in flannel whose withered intestines are wrapped around his legs. “Hang on…” 
 
   We strike him and he disappears in a puff of snow, his mangled body jettisoned to the shoulder by the right-angled snowplow faster than a whack-a-mole. We bowl over two more and they similarly tumble toward the k-rails as the sound of bones snapping into speeding metal echoes across the river basin, ringing the dinner bell for the upright stiffs awaiting at the other side.
 
   “Jeff, get in the left lane, over…” Rich intones over the radio. Why bother? We hit an undead teenager and the plow flops up a bit, trapping one of his legs between the metal and the pavement. The scraping sound of flesh being rent by the highway is bad enough, but the smell of roasted rubber and cooked rot are even worse, especially when the pavement begins sanding through this unfortunate soul’s femur.
 
   “They’re getting dense, get in the left lane, over…” Rich insists. I don’t bother to reply that I know what I’m doing. The next two tumble into our friend with his bones to the grindstone, giving the Humvee a noticeable drag toward the right. I turn the wheel to the left but the vehicle only deviates slightly. Three more pile into us, but there isn’t enough space between the car and the k-rail to deposit them on the shoulder, so they’re getting stuck. I jerk harder to the left, but the tires gain no traction. Did I somehow fail to note that the bridge is icy?
 
   Mel screams when the plow scrapes the k-rail and emits a shower of sparks. The Humvee slows considerably, allowing one of the bodies to crawl over the plow and tumble over the bridge into the freezing water below. Panic finally sets in when I realize that a concrete divider is the only thing separating us from a similar fate. “Edge it to the left!” Rich screams over the radio. I jerk the wheel repeatedly, but we resume speeding forward wedged against the right guardrail no matter what I do.
 
   “Brake, brake!” Mel shouts. “Can’t, we’ll get stuck, we need to get over…” She looks back and whines in fear, grabbing the dashboard. I look in the rearview mirror and brace myself for the oncoming bus, which slams into the Humvee hard enough to knock us free, diverting us toward the opposing k-rail. Half a dozen bloody, mangled bodies flop out to the right shoulder an instant before our back tires deflate them. I hit the brake before we can punch through the divider, releasing the remaining quagmire of mushy corpses from the plow. I grab the back of Mel’s headrest, looking over my shoulder to catch sight of the ruined cadavers clawing at the bus as I reverse.
 
   I pull forward into the lanes again, sending a few more stiffs tumbling off the plow into the dividers, but this time I leave enough space to avoid a jam. The bus leaps up behind me, only to drop back a moment later as it runs down a body. “Almost out!” I shout, approaching the start of the steel guardrail that signals our passing the river bank below. It’ll be much easier to knock the bodies over here. “They’re still comin’!” Mel shouts, and I can only steal a glance at the thickening cluster of shambolic corpses ahead; they’re sparse enough to be nothing more than glorified traffic cones.
 
   I inadvertently shout as the next corpse pops off the plow, pings off the guardrail, and gets slung under tires on the right side. The axel grinds to a halt as the Humvee fishtails toward the right. “God dammit!” I turn the wheel hard over left to correct our course just as Rich slams into us from behind. The entire chassis shakes as the Humvee crunches directly between two I-beams supporting the guardrail, but gravity abandons us when the vehicle leaves the bridge an instant later.
 
   I uselessly jerk the wheel as the view from the windshield goes white; an earthquake impact vibrates through my entire skeleton when the passenger’s side slams down, jerking my helpless body toward the ceiling. Mel screams as I yank the wheel again and again just as an aftershock pulls me down toward her. The vehicle settles a moment later, and I finally realize that my eyes are pinched shut.
 
   A moment of confusion inspires me to open them, as I can’t tell if the sense that we’re still moving is a result of my brain being jostled. The engine ticks as I swing my head around, finding light in the driver’s side window and darkness in Mel’s; the Humvee’s on its side and sliding forward. With the plow bent up in front of the windshield, I have no idea where we’re headed, but I start hyperventilating when I remember how close we are to the river.
 
   “Get out! Get out!” I scream, wrestling out of my seatbelt and grabbing the steering wheel to keep from falling on Mel. I open the door with some difficulty, wedging my feet in the wheel for leverage as I push my shoulder into it. I look back toward the river; it’s well behind us, and we’re sliding away. We aren’t moving particularly fast, but I can feel the Humvee tilting back toward my side. I freeze; do I jump off, or get back in? “Hold on to something!” I manage as the fall accelerates. I get my foot on top of the steering wheel in enough time to push off when the driver’s side tires blast into the snow. I roll away from a monochrome haze, barely pulling my leg free from the path of the rear tire.
 
   I verbalize the pain in my left side with a groan as I prop myself up on my left arm, watching the plow dig into the dirt and finally stop the damn Humvee fifty feet ahead of me. “MEL?!” I shout. “I’m alright…” She replies almost immediately. Her hand pops out of the driver’s side door in a half-hearted wave before she tucks it back in to pull herself free, slithering into the snow like a newborn calf. When I push myself up further, I feel an acute pain in my hip and look down, realizing I landed on my katana’s hand guard. My legs jutting out in front of me, I sit up and clutch my forehead before shaking the snow off my face.
 
   It only takes a few more seconds for me to hear the din of the bus engine. I look up and to the left to see Rich continuing along 80 with Alan poking his torso through one of the skinny bus windows. Alan shouts something unintelligible back inside while I roll on my right side to avoid the pain in my hip. I struggle to stand, eventually making my way toward Mel and the Humvee with a noticeable limp. When I get close, I can hear the CB screaming over the thunderous wind. Unsurprisingly, it’s Rich. I grab the receiver, still struggling to catch my breath.
 
    
 
   “Jeff, is Mel alright?! Come back!”
 
   “…are you?” I ask her.
 
   “Fuck you.” She spits.
 
   “…she’s fine, over.”
 
   “Thank god. Can you get that thing back on the road, over?”
 
   “Dunno yet… I’m fine, by the way.”
 
   “…you’re walking, aren’t you? Over.”
 
    
 
   I look back to see Mel checking herself. She’s got an open wound on her right leg and she keeps rotating her left arm. I reach out to help her up and she accepts my hand. “Think you can check the other side? I need a minute.” She dusts herself off before replying. “Pussy.” I look back toward the site of our accident, seeing that the valley between the east and west lanes saved us; it looks like the right side of the vehicle landed on the hill first, keeping us from flipping over as it slid forward. I don’t even need to look at the plow to know it’s been destroyed, as I’m certain one or both of us would be dead if we’d been going any faster.
 
   “Tires are bent.” Mel states bluntly. Holding on to the hood for support, I make my way around the Humvee to gauge her understatement; both the front and back tires are at 45 degree angles. “I don’t mean to rush you…” Rich barks over the radio. “But we’ve got a situation up here, over…” I jaunt back over to the receiver.
 
    
 
   “Humvee’s done.” I start.
 
   “Can’t wait up, they’re gettin’ thicker… over.”
 
   “What do you suggest, over?”
 
   “Move your ass to the exit, over and out.”
 
    
 
   I look forward between the two parallel bridges to see the valley gently declining toward a set of railroad tracks perpendicular to the highway, but the hill grades up just beyond, rising in height until it joins another overpass. I drop the receiver and open the rear door, grabbing my backpack and uninjured rifle. “Get your shit.” I say to Mel, who is already reaching into the passenger side. Once she has her backpack and rifle, she starts toward the tracks, having shoved her crowbar in the base of her backpack straps. “Wait up!” I shout after her, freeing my walkie-talkie from between the seats. She turns back and watches me hobble toward her.
 
    
 
   “Can you walk?” She asks.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Then hurry up.”
 
   “My hip is killing me…” I grunt.
 
   “If you can walk on it, it’s not broken, so move it.”
 
    
 
   I don’t bother to explore her logic, so I push on. A few steps later, I get the sense that she may be on to something. It does feel like a hot knife is being twisted into my waist, but it’s not as though I can’t handle it, and having a sore hip beats getting eaten alive. As we descend toward the tracks, I hear a soft impact above us and turn just in time to see a body careening off the overpass before it slams to the ground a few feet to my left. “What the fuck?!” Mel shouts, leaping away from the impact crater; it’s a Zombie, and his pulverized spinal cord has splintered through the skin of his collapsed neck.
 
   I glance up and see Alan still halfway out the window, taking potshots at the dead with his crowbar as they pass alongside the bus. I consider yelling up to him, but I instead grab my inhaler and press on as he knocks another one down. I wince with the impact, and for obvious reasons, I recall a memory of Alan during one of our many sojourns to our friend Drew’s condo in Wildwood, where Drew would drive us around late at night to shout at pedestrians for no good reason. On one occasion, Alan spied a group of scantily clad young women, leaned his entire body out the window, stretched his arm out and screamed ‘DON’T TAKE LESS THAN A FIVE TONIGHT, WHORES!’ In that moment, I imagined him being cut in half by a stop sign and deserving it.
 
   The bus advances past us as Mel and I press through the bluster. As we approach the train tracks, I notice that the snow has been cleared from the rails uniformly, giving me a notion that a train passed through recently. Another ping snaps me out of this momentary daze as I look up ahead to see Alan continuing to beat the corpses along the bus as it traverses the overpass; a few sets of undead hands eclipse the guardrails in a desperate attempt to stop him. “KNOCK IT OFF!” Mel screams up at him, seemingly to no avail.
 
   His next blow glances off a head and he releases one hand on the backswing; as he does, a Zombie grabs the end of his crowbar. Alan’s hips clear the window frame as he tries to wrest control of the weapon, but his would-be victim falls with the crowbar in a death grip, and Alan’s legs slip through the window. His back strikes the center of the guardrail, his limbs flailing as he slams into a tree, sending out an explosive burst of snow as his body cascades through the branches and thuds to the ground in front of us. “OH CHRIST!” I shout.
 
   A fresh injection of adrenaline allows me to run faster than the pain previously did, seeing me traverse the tracks and bound up the hill until I find Alan covered in snow, branches, cuts, and tiny droplets of blood. “Alan, Alan!” His eyes are closed, but he’s still taking in quick, panicked breaths. Mel clears some of the snow and branches away from his legs, letting out a gasp before she steps away; his right tibia has cracked and split through his jeans, marked by an increasing blood stain that spreads around the fractured bone. His eyes are slightly open and glassy, but he’s either not trying or not able to focus. I run my hand over his poorly cut hair, taking in his feeble body.
 
    
 
   “Come on, let’s go…” I mutter, grabbing his arm. 
 
   “Jeff, Jesus, you can’t move him!” Mel shouts.
 
   “We don’t have a choice! Either we leave him or we take him with us, and I’m NOT leavin’ him!”
 
    
 
   A burst of snow up the hill indicates something moving, made clearer by the rustling branches that obscure my view. Mel rips the rifle off her shoulder and sights up as I fight to my feet. A young woman trips through the snow, wincing as she pushes herself up. Mel lowers the rifle; it’s Heather. “Oh my gosh, is he okay?! Alan, Alan…?” She gasps when she sees his leg, then starts sniffling as she crawls over to him. “Hey, hey!” I shout. “We gotta move, now!” Heather shakes her head and turns as another wisp of snow kicks up alongside the abutment. “We can’t, there’s…”
 
   A Zombie pops out from behind a branch falling forward on its knees, his stained, putrid mouth slamming into my face. “OH FUCK!” I hold my elbows out and press my fists together under its jaw as I go spinning down the hill with it on top of me. His fingers paw at my shoulders as he bites, heaving an ungodly stench through another cold spray of snow. Once we’ve skidded to a stop, I press my foot into his waist and kick him off, rolling over the pain in my hip as I try to stand. I reach for my .45 just as it disappears from my holster.
 
   I turn back to see Heather lifting it and dive out of the way as she tries the trigger, but she didn’t turn the safety off. She looks at the pistol as though it betrayed her and tries the trigger again. I glance left and see Mel kicking a corpse’s head into the concrete abutment before turning back toward Alan, who remains helpless and undisturbed. My previous charge has now righted himself and started toward Heather, who kicks him back as she continues playing with my gun. I pull the katana and free him of his melon as Heather throws my pistol at the ground.
 
   “What the fuck?!” I shout, but she’s not listening as she scrambles up the hill toward Alan’s crowbar, which I failed to notice. “Jesus, look out!” Mel shouts as a corpse rolls down the hill next to Heather; Mel sights as though she’s going to shoot, but hesitates as Heather grabs the crowbar. “Shoot, shoot!” I shout, looking up the hill to see the undead still gravitating toward the bus. “We need a clear path!” I continue, but Mel looks at me as though I have two heads as she rushes toward Heather. “Will you cover him?!” She shouts.
 
   I retrieve and holster my pistol before scrambling up the hill toward Alan, who is thankfully still breathing and unmolested. I look up to see three Zombies heading down the hill, one exhibiting the loose-limbed flail of a runner whose joints are wearing out. “Three, incoming!” I look over to see that Mel has shouldered her rifle in favor of her crowbar as she lays into the skull of Heather’s would-be assailant. “You wanna get us out of here?!” Mel asks, bolting up the hill to attack the next one. I look back, sheathing my katana as Heather crawls toward me on her hands and knees.
 
    
 
   “What do we do? Is he okay?!” She screams.
 
   “I dunno, I dunno!”
 
   “Can he move his legs?”
 
    
 
   “Need a little help!” Mel shouts from the other side of the tree. Just as Heather starts getting up, Mel shouts “Incoming!” A thud accompanies a Zombie losing his footing, and while I shield Alan, the next impact comes from the corpse slamming into Heather, sending them both spinning down the snowy embankment. She screams, kicking wildly as she grapples.
 
   “The neck! Get your arms under his chin!” I shout, looking up the hill to see Mel sliding back as she swings at another one while I shove off to help Heather, whose next scream warbles as it rises in pitch, and I know at once that she’s been bitten. Leaving Alan, I slide myself down the hill to see Heather crawling away with a fresh, bloody bite mark on her left thigh, just under her butt. “HEY!” I shout, skidding to a stop as I pull up my Colt.
 
   The offending Zombie looks up long enough for me to steady the shot and rip off a round that shatters his cheek and paints the snow with his brains. “JEFF, WHAT THE FUCK?!” Mel shouts down. I jog down the hill to grab Heather by the arm, but she fights back against me.
 
    
 
   “Get up!”
 
   “No… no, no!” She cries.
 
   “NOW!”
 
    
 
   Weighing the seriousness of my tone, she scrambles to her feet, reaching back to hold her wound as she limps up the hill. “This is where we die, Jeff!” Mel shouts down, backing up around a tree as she fights off another corpse. “Grab an arm!” I shout back. Once Mel throws her opponent to the ground, she lodges a crowbar under Alan’s left armpit and starts pulling him up the hill. “No, down, under the bridge!” I shout back. “Get that crowbar!” I shout at Heather, and she obliges. Following Mel’s lead, she hooks the crowbar under Alan’s right armpit and they begin dragging him down the hill.
 
   I rush out ahead of them, holster my pistol, and then look back up as Mel and Heather descend with Alan. Spotting at least five bodies already on the hill with more in tow, I pull up my walkie-talkie. “Rich you still with me, over?!” I watch Mel and Heather pass along the corner of the abutment before he responds.
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing?!”
 
   “Did the fire draw ‘em? Over.”
 
   “They’re headed down, what are you doing?!”
 
   “We’ve gotta buy some time…”
 
   “How long do you need? Over!”
 
   “Not long…” I wheeze, jogging ahead of Mel and Heather. “Comin’ up the left side…”
 
   “I’m backing up… I’ll pull forward when you’re at the guardrails.”
 
   “Have someone ready to bring him onboard, over and out.”
 
    
 
   I rip my katana free and trot to the other corner of the abutment, looking up the long, snow-swept hill to see nothing other than a concrete wall to the right and snowy underbrush to the left. I look back at Heather and Mel. “You got him?” Mel glances up and nods while Heather continuously winces in pain. I let her get alongside me and look down as the blood trickles over her jeans. Pushing ahead again, I steal a wild glance at the dense brush to our left, praying that we won’t be attacked through the dead, snowy foliage. It’s hard to hear anything over my pounding heart to the point that I can’t tell what’s around me. As I focus, I hear the bus engine ahead and to the right, just beyond the guardrail.
 
    
 
   “Jeff, they’re taking the bait… get to the onramp. Over.”
 
   “Thanks… get a first-aid kit ready. Over.” I huff.
 
   “What’s the situation? Over.”
 
   “Alan’s hurt bad… Heather took a hit…”
 
   “Bitten?”
 
   “…’fraid so… over and out.”
 
    
 
   I confirm that Heather overheard when I look back and find her sobbing. Mel swallows hard when I divert my gaze to Alan. Karen stressed the importance of keeping someone with a spinal injury still, but we didn’t have a choice. Will he end up confined to a wheelchair? I trudge up to the guardrail and find the bus slowly edging forward from the overpass. “Here, up here!” I shout back to Mel and Heather.
 
   I climb over the guardrail and flag Rich down; he accordingly shifts the bus toward the unplowed left lane, bringing us a few feet closer to the passenger door. I kick my feet through the snow, leaping back to help pull Alan beneath the rail. My breath goes ragged in excitement when I realize that this ridiculous strategy is working. I hear someone approaching and look back to see Nick stomping through the snow with Rich’s pistol. “Hey…” I sputter, turning back to Alan. “See if there’s a backboard…”
 
   I look up to see Heather’s face wrought with fear an instant before her nose caves in and chunks of her brain blast through the back of her skull. My mouth wrenches open as I dive for the snow, either anticipating or reacting to the report of a gunshot. My fingers rip into the back of my scalp as the blood rockets through my veins. Gritting my teeth, I thrash into the snow and roll over to see Nick finish pulling Alan through the bottom of the guardrail as he stuffs the smoking pistol in his pocket. I can’t get to my feet fast enough to rush him properly. “She was dead anyway…” Nick offers.
 
   I don’t know if he had a longer defense because I slug him before another word blithers out of that fat, smug face. I hit him again, swatting his flailing limbs away before I cook every ounce of my rage into another right cross just below his eye. Words cannot describe the wanton catharsis I get from punching this son of a bitch, and I want to keep hitting him until his skull snaps and his eyes go dead. Arms wrap around my torso and voices simmer around me as a crowd floods into the street. Jack’s voice spirits into my ear, but I can’t hear him over the toxic deluge of curses and epithets I started spewing the moment I first hit Nick.
 
   “…or I’ll kill ‘im!” Is the first thing dribbling out of my mouth that I retain. As two sets of arms carry me back to the bus, I catch Nick glaring at me, his bloody grimace resembling the injured Blazkowicz sprite from Wolfenstein 3D. “Get off me!” I manage, failing to rip myself free from Levi and Jack. “Get that sadistic sonovabitch in line before I tie him under the bus AND KEELHAUL HIM THE FUCK HOME!” I shout, noticing that several dozen Zombies on the hill are now on fire.
 
   “Jeff, shut up and get on.” Rich says from the driver’s seat. I snarl out a sigh, pushing Jack and Levi away to ascend the stairs and take the seat behind Rich. I watch through the window as Mel, Levi, Jack, and Nick load Alan on the backboard. When they bring him to the tail of the bus, Lada opens the door and they hoist him aboard, closing it behind him. I hear Mel ask if we should dose him with morphine and Ally countering that she’s heard morphine can actually exacerbate spinal injury, positing that, given the uncertainty, we should wait for Karen.
 
   Moments later, Rich opens the door for the three people who just helped load Alan. Nick gives me a cartoon scowl as he passes, looking away as I stare back into him. Dialogue launches over my head and I feel compelled to nod. Rich closes the door and turns off the radio to conserve battery power as we get underway. I look out my window to see Heather’s lifeless body draped backward over the guardrail, the frost collecting on her clothes as blood seeps into the accumulation on the hill behind her.
 
   I try to focus on Nick and the notion that another psycho is the last thing we need, but I can’t push Heather out of my mind. She seemed like a nice girl, dauntless and certainly concerned with Alan’s well-being. Sure, she may have turned eventually, but like anyone else, she deserved a chance to make her peace. Like Julia. My thoughts turn to Alan, and as I gaze at the seat next to me, I inexplicably imagine him enjoying a peanut butter and jelly sandwich as he smiles at me. This is enough to reduce me to tears.
 
   I replay his back slamming into the guardrail and imagine the best case scenario will see him crippled from the waist down. I conjure memories of him using his legs apathetically; walking to the Starbucks counter to pick up his drink, standing to join me in a toast, and pedaling his big wheel down the sidewalk of our neighborhood in sweatpants as a child. I contemplate how terrified he’ll be when he wakes up.
 
   Eventually Jack sidles up across from me, but I can’t bring myself to look at him. This is one of my best and oldest friends, but when I see him, all I can think about is Alan. I imagine it’s hard for Jack to hold back, but he does so as long as he can.
 
    
 
   “I told him to stop.”
 
   “…Alan?”
 
   “Yeah…” Jack continues, motioning to the front after a pause. “He said it too…”
 
   “Rich?”
 
   “Stupid…” His leg shakes as he looks at the floor, precipitating a wince as he stifles his tears. “Think he’ll be okay?”
 
   “No.” I offer bluntly. “But we’ll deal with it. That’s what we do.”
 
    
 
   Jack has never cried in front of me, and he’s not about to start now. He picks himself up and lumbers toward the back of the bus just as quickly as he arrived, taking a seat alone and curling into a ball. “You knew the risks…” Rich says from the driver’s seat.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you.” I spit.
 
   “It’s not my fault…”
 
   “How’d Nick get your gun?”
 
   “That’s not what…”
 
   “Not. Another. Word.” My blunt, aggressive tone silences the rest of the bus. “I’m fed up with your resentful bullshit…”
 
   “Resentful ?! What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t give me that… all that shit about saving my friends… about your ex-wife and daughter… no one stopped you from finding them, but you didn’t. I take initiative, and suddenly you’ve got a problem. Know why? You never took a fucking chance in your life. And that’s on you. You can’t admit it. You can’t swallow your pride, so why don’t you fucking choke on it?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   His reply is more dismissive than conciliatory, irritating me into a silence he seems to welcome. A long time passes before I hear anything intelligible on the bus, long enough that we pass the 80/476 interchange without incident or fanfare. Rich stays silent as he traverses the nuances of our return route, and I look back at Mel, who seems to be ingratiating herself on the new arrivals. 
 
   I’m tired. Thinking about Alan, Heather, and the events at the bridge make me feel drunk and exhausted at the same time. Try as I might, I can’t focus, and that both confuses and pains me. I feel lonely and useless, like the sole toxic voice that poisons a conversation. I realize, after a while, that my subconscious is attempting to beat me into submission. Once I let it rain blows upon me, I end up quietly sobbing myself to sleep.
 
    
 
   “Jeff…” Mel is waking me. I have no idea how long I’ve been out, but I acclimate myself by looking out the window to identify some of the telltale signs of our approach to the Lehigh Tunnel. I pop up, take a deep breath, and exhale as I position myself next to Rich, who barely regards me. We overtake the underpass at which we stopped to converse following our first tunnel sojourn, giving me enough time to prepare the buses’ occupants for the return trip. Blankets are again affixed to the windows as the supplies for the return trip are advanced to the front. 
 
   I silently collect the receipt from Rich as we approach the tunnel’s northern face, but I’m baffled by what lies ahead; when we exited earlier today, I recall the departure as uneventful, but now there are a cadre of jeeps parked on the median between the north and southbound lanes and several corpses lined up on the northbound shoulder. An unfamiliar man in forest camouflage steps into the road before we can reach the southbound tunnel.
 
   I leap up and doff my katana, leaving my rifle hidden behind my seat. Rich slows to a stop as I turn back to the cabin. “Alright, everyone… stay down, keep away from the windows, and have your weapons ready. Calmly… it’s not a race… don’t move around, don’t talk until we’re clear of the tunnel.” As the group follows my instructions, Mel makes her way to the front, keeping her head low. I look past her to see Alan supine on the backboard. 
 
    
 
   “Didn’t we pay?” She asks.
 
   “I don’t think it’s the same people.”
 
   “…I hope you’re joking.”
 
   “No…” I sigh. “Stay down…”
 
    
 
   I put my hand on Rich’s headrest as the camouflaged man stands impatiently in the roadway. “Steady.” I mutter, patting Rich’s shoulder as he opens the door. When I walk down and plop out, a cold wind jolts up my back, and I wonder, not for the first time, if we’ll make it out of this. There’s a concrete wall buttressed by hills to our right, and though there’s enough space to use the emergency U-turn in the median, Rich would have to expose the entire right side of the bus in order to make a getaway.
 
   I limp forward, trying to remain calm as I consider that our approach to the south side of the tunnel immediately put us on favorable terms; we arrived in a military Humvee with a mounted plow while our second vehicle remained far enough away to avoid fire. This time, we arrive at the north face with our pants around our ankles; we’re pulling up in a school bus less than five hundred feet from the entrance, past the point where the highway has been split by the median strip.
 
   Before I have the chance to prepare myself, I stop a few feet shy of this unfamiliar, unremarkable man. His eyes are dark, almost black, and he appears to be of Mediterranean descent. “Howdy.” He says with a smile, his voice surprisingly docile. I open my mouth to start my reply as a gunshot rings out, making me instinctively flinch and duck. “Relax…” He says quickly. I search for the origin of the shot and find another man in camouflage drawing down on one of the many corpses laid out in a line on the opposite side of the snowy median, having just put a rifle bullet in its unresisting skull.
 
    
 
   “…now that we’re settled down… what can we do for ya?” The man continues.
 
   “Give me a second to swallow… I think my heart’s still in my throat…”
 
   “Hah! You’re good… we’re just makin’ sure…”
 
   “…of what?”
 
   “Down ‘em, then crown ‘em… they don’t come back. That’s what I always say.”
 
    
 
   Always? I nod as I consider that I’ve just made us look like easy pickings with my fearful reaction. We most certainly aren’t, but I’d rather not be tested, especially because I’m the only one with a guaranteed death sentence.
 
    
 
   “What’s with the limp?” He asks.
 
   “Oh, uh… you know… as bad as it is, it’s the simple shit like tripping that brings you down.”
 
   “I hear that. So…?”
 
   “…as you might’ve guessed, we’re looking to pass through.”
 
   “No shit.”
 
   “And, uh… we had a deal… with your predecessors.”
 
    
 
   He doesn’t respond. My arms twitch in a subtle shrug to signal my plight. He looks down for a moment, then takes a vestigial step and leans back as he sighs.
 
    
 
   “Lotta people wanna use the tunnel…” He replies, finally.
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   “…run afoul’a this bunch.” He motions to the corpses. “Been goin’ on for… hell… a month? We, uh… weren’t keen on their business model.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “They’re toll collectors… and not too nice about it.” He runs a finger across his throat. “So, uh… we disagreed on that. What’s your take?”
 
   “I think… I’m the wrong person to ask.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “It’s a one-time thing for us…” I reply. “We came from the south, now we’re headed back.”
 
   “We, huh?”
 
   “Yeah… you can see my driver…” I motion back to Rich.
 
   “Yeah… who else?”
 
   “Some… friends.” I hesitate.
 
   “You want to tell me how many?”
 
   “…not… really.”
 
    
 
   He looks off to the side in contemplation. My nerves clench before I let my adrenaline get the best of me. “Look…” I say softly. “The less we know about each other the better. I’m not gonna ask what’s on the other side, how many you’ve got, what weapons you have, how many people you’ve killed… ‘cause I don’t care. There’s no point in sizing each other up. I had a long day, and from the look of it, so did you. Let’s not make it any longer.” I can’t tell what effect this has on him, so I assume the worst and start thinking of the fastest way to draw my Colt.
 
    
 
   “Well…” He opens, breaking his previous record for slow replies. “Tunnel’s for everyone… no one can lay claim to it… but we do accept donations. My, uh… predecessors… friends of yours?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “No?” He asks.
 
   “No.”
 
   “And your, uh, agreement… don’t suppose you have it writing?”
 
    
 
   His smile terrifies me. I look back at the bus, and then return my gaze to the man with the rifle, who has seemingly been intrigued enough by our conversation to turn toward us. I left my receipt poking out of an easily accessible pocket, making my effort to produce it distinctly nonthreatening. The unfamiliar man snatches it up and looks it over. “Bartleby, eh?” He then produces the recognizable receipt book from his jacket and matches my copy to his, mumbling the inventory to himself as his eyebrows lift.
 
   Once he’s had a moment, he turns his face into a walkie-talkie and walks away from me. I can’t make out much of what he’s saying, but I do hear the words ‘last ones’ being repeated several times. He shakes his head as he turns back.
 
    
 
   “They didn’t go easy on you.” He continues. “But you’re here… and they’re not… if that’s not karma, I don’t know what is.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   “See that you do… I’ll see you get it all back…”
 
   “… you know what? Don’t bother.” I state.
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “You said you accept donations. It’s yours.”
 
    
 
   He stares me down in a manner eerily similar to his predecessor, then smiles and nods, extending his hand to shake. I shudder as I look at it.
 
    
 
   “Don’t shake hands?” He asks, still smiling.
 
   “Haven’t gotten in the habit.”
 
   “Fair enough…” He replies after a moment. “Step aboard your chariot, and I’ll just say happy trails.”
 
   “Thanks… best of luck.”
 
   “Luck is for the unprepared… we’ll need all we can get.”
 
    
 
   He chuckles as he slaps my shoulder, turning and waving us forward. Is that expression more common than I thought? I walk back and Rich opens the door the moment I get in range, giving me a look I interpret as disbelief. Using the emergency turn on the median, we take the bus into the northbound lanes, avoiding the road less traveled. I feel far less nervous as we continue through, possibly because I’ve done this part before. The other side is the last truly great hurdle we face before the stretch drive.
 
   I can see nothing in our way as we approach the light at the other end, but I step up to the engine cover and sit down before we pass the exit. I look off to the right as we come through, catching what looks like an execution. I run back to the first seat on the right and peel the blanket off to see someone pointing a gun at the head of the man in the white snowsuit with the garlands of red hair. He’s on his knees, facing away from the gunman with his hands perched on his neck when the pistol cracks, sending blood racing after the trail of the bullet as his body goes limp.
 
   I shut the flap. Every foot we gain on the tunnel feels like a godsend. I finally turn to the back to see Mel, lying prone a few feet from Alan as she watches the tunnel through a pair of binoculars perched against the emergency exit window. After we’ve cleared a turn, she cheers. Egged on by her enthusiasm, the rest of the bus erupts in celebration. I sigh, feeling as though I’ve breathed out ten pounds of stress as I drop my head into the clustered fake leather of the seat back in front of me. I’m too exhausted to think through the insanity of this sordid ordeal, and I just want this day to be finished. I put a toothpick in my mouth and chew it ragged in less than a minute.
 
   I hear someone walking up the aisle and turn to see Ally approaching. Rich glances over his shoulder as she sits behind him. Ally’s gaze is fixed on the windshield with her knees aimed at me while she continuously scratches her dry scalp. Not attempting to mask my irritation, I stare hard at her until she looks back.
 
    
 
   “You alright?”
 
   “…I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.” I reply.
 
   “…I’m asking what you’re thinking. And I think you want to tell me.”
 
    
 
   Damn she’s good.
 
    
 
   “Our chances of surviving the tunnel. Both times…” I reply.
 
   “We’re here, aren’t we? Isn’t that all that matters?”
 
   “Maybe. I get those guys… but I still can’t figure how we got through the first time.”
 
   “What… do you mean?”
 
   “The guy I just talked to hated the first group… call it a ‘hostile takeover’… but what stopped the first group from taking us out?”
 
   “What stopped them? Why do you assume they would?” Ally asks.
 
   “…why wouldn’t they? They need supplies, it’s not like there’s a mall out here…”
 
   “Wait a second… the first group traded with us… gave you a receipt, for God’s sake… and you understand the second one?”
 
   “Yeah…” I say incredulously. “They’re easy to understand…”
 
   “Is that what we’re really talking about?” 
 
    
 
   This question legitimately stuns me. What is she talking about? Ally takes a deep breath before continuing.
 
    
 
   “They hated the people we saw earlier today… murdered them… and you understand it?”
 
   “…I don’t know what you’re asking me?”
 
   “Jeff… I don’t know you very well… but I can say with certainty that you’re stuck in a textbook Kübler-Ross roller coaster …”
 
   “…I have trouble remembering… were people frequently this cryptic before there were Zombies? Because I feel like it only became a problem the last few months.”
 
   “This guy at the tunnel… you watched him get executed… and it doesn’t matter to you… why?”
 
   “He probably deserved it.” I reply.
 
    
 
   She bites her lip, exhaling hard through her nose. Before she can continue, I glance at the window next to Rich to see the flames of the Health Campus.
 
    
 
   “You went cold when you found out about your brother… denial. You tried to feel every moment of Julia’s loss… depression. You started taking it out on the undead… and us. Anger. Ever break your hand punching a wall?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “That surprises me.” Ally continues. “You think this man deserved to die? Confucius said… ‘before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves’.”
 
   “What’s. Your. Point?”
 
   “They were settling a score… and that’s what you understand… I… tried to tell myself you’ve been acting this way out of guilt… but you want revenge.”
 
   “We’ve been over this before…”
 
   “No. We haven’t. You’ve tried hiding it, ignoring us, yelling at us, crying, drinking, going on a rampage… and nothing makes you feel better… but you’ll keep digging … even if it means burying yourself…”
 
   “Spare me the rhetorical nonsense…”
 
   “…when you told me you’d trade places with Julia and your brother, I didn’t think you were rushing to join them. But I digress. I can’t change your mind, so let this suffice: you’re killing yourself. And if you died today, we’d say we saw it coming. We’d remember you as a bitter, angry, vengeful cautionary tale. I know you don’t believe in a higher power, which means the only thing left of you will be your legacy, so you’d better think real hard about it… it’s your life, Jeff…” Ally sighs.
 
   “It’s this world. I’m just living in it.”
 
   “It’s our world. And it’s what we make it.”
 
    
 
   I look up to see Rich pretending to ignore us. “You got something to add?” I ask. Rich lifts his hands off the wheel in surrender, his head subtly twitching side-to-side. I can feel Ally staring at me. “Can you just… piss off?” She purses her lips like she’s going to speak, but I slam my fist into the seat back in front of me, prompting her to do my bidding. I face front as Ally shuffles toward the rear, but my attempt to ignore her is sullied when a commotion from the back draws my attention.
 
   I rip myself out of my seat and spin toward the tail to find Ally hunched over the backboard amidst a cluster of bodies hovering over the seat backs. A cold chill shakes the rage out of me as I slowly make my way behind Ally, watching as her hands move over Alan’s motionless, blanketed body. Her left ear hovers a few millimeters above his mouth. Still kneeling, she looks hauntingly toward the back of the bus until she falls back on her butt, wiping her eyes. After a few seconds, she stretches out her arm to pull the blanket over Alan’s hair. He’s dead.
 
   I subside into the seat across from Jack, staring at Alan’s lifeless form in disbelief. I recall his ludicrous smile when in agreement, watching him vomit from drinking too much, and his exaggerated gesticulations when voicing dissent. The time he invited me up to Penn State and let me tag along to a party despite the fact that I was grossly underage. I made out with a girl. We talked about it afterward. The idea that Alan ever moved or spoke seems as though it were a dated concept, as if my visualizations of him have joined the same part of my memory in which I store scenes from movies.
 
   But his corpse is in front of me. Did he ever regain consciousness? Did he have a moment to regret his decision to lean out the bus window, or were his last thoughts occupied by an animalistic survival impulse that convinced him he would live if only he held on to something on his way down? Did he hear Nick shoot Heather? If we hadn’t struggled to protect him, would she still be alive? Would he? Did we kill him by moving him?
 
   These questions, and my lack of answers, make me dizzy. I look up at Nick and he doesn’t look back; how long is he prepared to wait to put a bullet in Alan’s head? I stand and march back to the front, retaking my seat behind Rich. Fracturing Alan’s skull with a bullet and rendering his brain a puddle of useless, pulpy muscle feels oddly more permanent in his current state, and it’s too much for me to digest. At this moment, it’s almost as though he’ll simply wake up. Nothing will materially change if Nick ventilates his forehead, but it feels utterly wrong to defile the body of my dead friend. I try and fail to squelch my tears.
 
   A murmur bubbles up from the back as we pass the toll plaza for the Northeast Extension. Mel joins me eventually, watching me breathe heavily before I return her gaze. There’s nothing to say, so thankfully she doesn’t try. I drop my head on the blanket covering the cold glass of the window, allowing the sensation to numb my thoughts as I try to remember waking up safely in bed this morning. Or any morning. Cool sheets, warmed only by my body, stacked so heavily that they’d retain heat even after I’d been out of bed for an hour.
 
   I try to remember what it was like in the high school, but my thoughts are still infected by Ally’s notion that we will remain adrift in space until we make contact with those we left behind. At this point, it seems feasible that a UFO has landed on the front lawn. Our trip continues with Rich negotiating the same obstacles we faced on the way up, made more difficult by the fact that each has been covered with more snow. Any undead we encounter form random and light groups compared to what we saw on the trip up, so our heaviest confrontation involves Rich running down one he sees unfit to avoid.
 
   As we pass the off ramp for Villanova, I stand and sidle up to Rich. “Turn on the radio… we’re almost in range.” He does, but we hear only static. I remain next to Rich as the Broomall exit approaches, arrives, and passes us; only one more to go until we get off the highway. Halfway to the Springfield exit, the static crackles on the radio; it sounds like a human voice is buried in the transmission, but it’s impossible to decipher. I ask Rich to boost the gain but he merely points at the device to indicate the gain is at maximum.
 
   We continue along the highway, turning the radio’s volume to its highest setting, receiving little more than an annoying click every few seconds. The excitement mounts as Jack explains the relevance of the Springfield exit; we dump out on Route 1, merge onto 320, and as we pass Bishop Carrell High School, the clicks of the radio transform into a garbled transmission. I leap up and grab the transmitter. “This is Operation Prometheus, anyone out there, over? We’re receiving you, over?” I look out the window to see the sun descending in the sky to our left. We have about three hours of daylight remaining.
 
    
 
   “Can’t… -ou, is… -ver?”
 
   “This is Operation Prometheus, we’re receiving you, over!”
 
   “…-ey? Is… at… Grey…”
 
   “It’s Grey, Anderson, is that you, come back?!”
 
   “Hear… this… -etting… -ed, over?!”
 
   “Keep talking, we’re coming in range!”
 
    
 
   A strained groan snaps in over the radio, accompanied by what might be gunshots.
 
    
 
   “Anderson, come back? What’s going on!? Over!”
 
   “…-ault… -ear me? We’re… all out… over?”
 
   “Anderson, you’re starting to come through, keep transmitting… keep transmitting, over! Something’s up…”
 
    
 
   I can’t hear the next reply as I turn back to the rest of the bus.
 
    
 
   “Alright, everyone, listen up… there’s something going on at the school… have your weapons ready, leave everything else onboard… when we get off, you’re following my instructions, okay?”
 
   “…-ey… they’re coming from the… do you hear me… -om the college, it’s a horde…”
 
    
 
   I rush back to the radio.
 
    
 
   “It’s a horde… Anderson, it’s a horde? How many, what are we looking at… how many?”
 
   “…-oo many… -eak out the automatics when… -ear me? Ov-…”
 
   “You’re… breaking out automatics? Jesus Christ, is it hundreds? Thousands? What are we coming in to?”
 
   “Grey? Can you… -me? Thousands, I don’t… -ver.”
 
   “Fail copy. Fail copy… how many? What do we do? Over?”
 
   “When you… in, you’re gonna… ‘em away… over?”
 
   “Alright, listen… when the bus comes up, you clear a path so we can get out. You’ve got a dozen people here to help… once we get our bearings we’ll be fine… do you hear me? Over?”
 
   “Gotcha… bring in… and slow… you’ve… ready to move.”
 
   “Move?! What are you talking about?!”
 
   “There’s too many… we might have to bail on the school… I don’t know if we can hold out… what’s that… oh horse shit, Grey, I’ll get back…”
 
   “No! Wait! Who’s injured?!”
 
   “No one. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   I sigh in relief as I jam the transmitter back on the hook, returning my attention to the rest of the bus. “Alright, pull the blankets off…” They get started, and I assist until all the windows are naked. The tranquility of the snow-covered roads, businesses, and houses betray Anderson’s notion of a horde; there’s nary a Zombie in sight.
 
    
 
   “Okay… looks like it’s gonna get dicey… like I said before, you follow the instructions Anderson and I give, and that’ll put us in…”
 
   “Why are we following your instructions?” Andy asks.
 
   “…because we’re running the show…”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
    
 
   I take a few steps forward to address him directly.
 
    
 
   “Because we’re in charge. Maybe Alan and Jack didn’t explain well enough: we reinforced the school, stored food and water, rationed ammo, developed a division of labor… and we had to kill a dozen people to do it. We drove halfway across the state to rescue you, and I didn’t go through any of that to stand here and mince words. Do you want to tell me how to handle a horde?”
 
   “…no, but…”
 
   “Good. When you think of an alternative to the plan I have yet to tell you, I’ll be interested in what you have to say. Until then: Shut. The fuck. Up.”
 
    
 
   Andy’s silence is deafening. I look past him once I continue.
 
    
 
   “Anderson will arm you as he sees fit, and after we’ve dealt with the problem, we enter the school and work on getting you fed, showered, and accommodated… not a moment before. Here’s the basic strategy. We form a line confronting the undead with enough space between us to allow a full range of swinging with our melee weapons… it’s called a blood circle. First, we clear a space behind us so we can back up. The arc starts small and gets bigger as we back away so they funnel in. Everyone follow so far?”
 
    
 
   I have a few nods, and some people shake their heads. “Okay, fairly simple. Form a semi-circle of people facing the oncoming undead…” I hold up my hands, putting my thumbs together and sticking out my index fingers. 
 
    
 
   “The open part of the circle is facing them…”
 
   “What about the people on the ends?” Lada asks.
 
   “The undead play the average, so most of them head up the center. That’s why we back up. Since we’re in a circle, everyone can see what’s happening behind everyone else. If we get our backs against a wall, or it’s too much, the ends of the arc peel back until it becomes a straight line and we escape to the left.”
 
   “Why the left?” Nick asks.
 
   “Most of us are right handed, that ensures your dominant weapon hand is facing the undead. Now, don’t go through the bushes out front, there’s a pit in front of the windows. There are driveways to the rear parking lot on either side of the school, so if you have to, run over the cars into the back, but use them as a tactical advantage first. Try to clear a path in front of you, get back down, and rejoin the group. Now, there is no entrance to the school from the front…”
 
    
 
   Rich and Ally look at me. I nod at Rich and he understands. Ally stays quiet.
 
    
 
   “They’re too smart for that… they’d remember where we got in and follow us right up. Every door in the front is reinforced, so there is positively no way in. Clear?”
 
    
 
   Everyone nods this time. I look out the window to see the familiar roads and houses neighboring the high school. “Alright… we’re about a minute out… take a backpack, leave everything else, and I need two people to grab the M-16s and the ammo…” I take a few hits off my inhaler, check my weapons, and reattach my katana to my belt. Though I’ve worried about various things throughout the day, the one fleeting fantasy I’ve nurtured involves a haze of relief upon seeing the school, getting cozy with a drink once inside, and a long nap to recuperate.
 
   As Rich pulls around the corner, that fantasy dissolves: there are at least a hundred Zombies shuffling toward TMHS from the road leading to DC cubed. They stick out of the falling snow like mud-coated drunks staggering out of a bar, totally unaware of each other as they get wrapped in the bushes around the cemetery and plummet face first into mounds of frost with relentless constitution. Fortunately, they’re far enough apart that I can see a thousand feet down the road, back to the foggy mist from which they emerge.
 
   I close my eyes, taking a moment to accept this reality. It could be worse. A walking corpse close to the bus reaches out and scrapes the raw bones of his fingers along the aluminum chassis. I open my eyes and analyze the wide-spaced throng approaching the school, seeing that their direction and inclination gives us a tactical advantage; as we are arriving from the opposite direction, the bus will draw them away, allowing Anderson a chance to recover. “Let’s go!” I shout. Rich pulls the door open and I’m the first one out, trying to ignore the lingering sting in my hip as I bound forth. The bus horn blasts out as a parade of feet hit the snow-dusted pavement. “Arc up!” I shout.
 
   The dark cluster of bodies stands in stark contrast to the bright snow as they pirouette away from the school, giving me a moment to observe what looks like Mursak defending the gate with Anderson, who is dressed in his National Guard fatigues. I unsheathe my katana as the rest of the group fills out behind me; Mel, arguably the one most familiar with this pattern, steps up on the opposite prong on of the arc. The cold penetrates me as I battle the feeling that we might be overwhelmed. I look back at Rich. His cold blue eyes lock on mine as he issues a stirringly emotive head nod, wrenching the door shut an instant later. The bus wheels away slowly, the horn blaring once again.
 
   “Wait…” Mel offers, pointing as the horde thins into a spike advancing toward us. The bus accelerates suddenly, taking on the undead full bore; an entire filthy cluster of ragged bodies smacks into the flattened hood without resistance. The high-pitched crackling of bones both sullies the pure white snow and sends shivers up my spine, especially when punctuated by the occasional fleshy pop of a burst skull or chest cavity. Someone behind me vomits after viewing the carnage at the same moment I notice a black truck I’ve never seen before parked in front of Helen’s house. I shift my focus to catch the spear of undead advancing between Mel and me. “Attack!” I shout.
 
   Mel and I aim for the center of the column while the rest of our compatriots step into the middle and cut down the contingent already trapped within. With our assailants dispatched, we reform the arc and allow the apex of the advancing horde inside again. “Attack!” Mel shouts. More shouting, slicing, and pounding occurs, and in a few moments, we’ve taken down another dozen corpses. Though math was never my strong suit, I imagine another ten assaults like this will winnow the crowd to a manageable figure. We continue forward, making our way to the gate a few steps at a time while Anderson swipes away at the stragglers and Mursak prepares the remaining M-16.
 
   “Attack!” More blows are dished out, and the field has thinned down considerably. “Shift right!” I shout. Mel and I keep ourselves evenly spaced as we sidestep toward the gate, bringing the rest of the group swinging out behind us. Mel and I take on the stragglers as they approach, and in a hundred feet, we’ve made it to Anderson. I look back to see Nancy and Andy carrying the M-16s and the ammo crate. “Nancy, Andy, peel back to the door and drop that off… Ally, Mel, Levi, Jack, take ‘em as they come.” I look out at the street as the end of the bus disappears past the bushes separating the school from the cemetery. “Grey, Jesus…” Anderson starts. He resists the half-hug I give him as he catches his breath.
 
    
 
   “Only two M-16s comin’ back?” He asks.
 
   “Long story…”
 
   “Where’s the Humvee?”
 
   “Lost it…”
 
   “Lost it!? How!?”
 
   “I’ll explain later…” I mumble. “What’s the sitch?”
 
   “They’ve been comin’ in hard since noon…” He replies. “We tried pushin’ ‘em back but we needed more men…”
 
   “Execution time?”
 
   “Boy howdy… they know what to do?”
 
   “Nope… let’s get you, Mel, and Mursak on detail… everyone else mops up…”
 
   “No… we mop up. They take point. We’re not wasting ammo.”
 
   “Fair enough. Give ‘em the rundown.”
 
    
 
   Anderson turns to the group as I find a departed corpse whose clothes I can use to wipe the blood and tissue off my katana.
 
    
 
   “I’m Anderson… I’m sure Grey told you about me… we’re prepping the execution tactic. Get on the field and engage ‘em one-on-one… stay close together, and we’ll be right behind you. When it looks like you might be in trouble, don’t panic, just step back. Me, Mel, and Mursak here walk up to the nearest Z, hold an M-16 up to its forehead, fire one shot, and that’s the ballgame. Saves ammo and no misfires. When one of us needs to reload, we call for it. If one’s still twitching after a shot, you put ‘em down… bullet cracks the skull, making your job easier. Any questions?”
 
    
 
   I notice a few smiles in the sea of nodding faces. Having checked the M-16s, Mursak hands them off as I finish cleaning my blade. I turn toward the front lawn, and though the approaching dead stick out like headstones in a snow covered cemetery, most of them are now chasing the bus. “Cakewalk.” I say as Mursak labors over to me. “You need a break?” He asks. I smile in response, looking past him to see Rob exiting through the gate, blowing my insistence that the front doors are reinforced. “No…” I mutter. “Let’s finish this.”
 
   I pop the strap on my .45, adjust my Winchester, and advance in front of the group with my katana wielded. “I hope you know what you’re doing, dude…” Jack warbles behind me. I take the first two easily, hearing the sounds of slaughter well up behind me while I lay into a third. Two M-16s loose a single round a dozen feet back, drawing a few more Zombies from the wake of the bus. I swipe off another head and look back to see Jack staring at me in awe. He shakes his head. “You guys are effing nuts…”
 
   “Told you we had it under control.” I take a moment to catch my breath and survey the battlefield. At least one person didn’t fully dispatch their charge, as I see a Zombie or two crawling amid the corpses we left on our way across the front lawn. The snow blown bodies of the recently expired are distinct from the dusted ground, their only camouflage stemming from the blades of dying grass poking through the accumulation around them; the scene looks like a painting depicting the aftermath of a battle from the Revolutionary War. “Grey, don’t go too far.” Anderson calls out from the back.
 
   I take point again, walking calmly toward the corpses dragging their feet through the dusty snow, and though they appear to be breathing, no ice crystals escape their lips. The next assailant is no trouble, and I again hear the M-16s popping off behind me, although this time they are further spaced on either side. “Fish in a barrel.” Anderson shouts. I look back at the rest of the group to see most of them shaking with nervous laughter. “It’s alright, it’s under control.” I say gently, turning back to take down another with the katana, once again feeling a sharp stinging pain in my hip.
 
    
 
   “How does it look?” I shout back at Anderson.
 
   “Like we only need a few minutes.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “…drinks?”
 
    
 
   Laughter titters behind me. In the midst of another swing, I turn to see my compatriots attacking the undead with gusto, often taking on two at once. In front us, the undead are now tripping over their fallen ranks as they try to claw toward us, the thin blanket of snow now covered by piles of bleeding corpses folded over one another.
 
    
 
   “Anyone else keeping score?” Jack asks while hitting another.
 
   “Sorry Jack…” I reply with a smile. “I lost count at 200 about a month ago.”
 
   “Eff you, dude…”
 
   “Lost mine at 300.” Anderson calls from the rear.
 
   “Guys, could we please just concentrate?” Ally mutters.
 
   “You heard the lady. Count quietly.”
 
    
 
   This elicits another wave of chuckles as I catch Mel and Mursak in my peripheral vision, each displacing a round apiece into the skulls of two Zombies and watching the bodies crumple before they move on. “You see, Ally, this can be fun…” I call out. The melees continue to chew through the crowd while Anderson’s posse plows through the masses, boldly executing the undead one after another. “Let’s get one person with a rifle behind every person with a melee.” I call out. Mel quickly gets behind Lada, Anderson behind Rob, and Mursak behind Andy. It doesn’t take much longer until the undead are spread thinly enough that they can each be engaged individually.
 
   “More incoming…” Anderson calls from across the lawn. “On it.” I reply, taking large strides toward the sidewalk. A dozen shuffling corpses advance toward me when my steps reveal the painted lines in the middle of the street. I catch sight of the bus brake lights before they disappear into a foggy mist of flurries. I think I hear my name being called, but I’m too busy decapitating my first customer to bother with a reply.
 
   The bodies fill in to my right as I dispatch a cluster to my left; I’ve now made it to the opposite side of the street and begun strafing in the wake of the bus as I alternatively kick and slice the Zombies who get close. “Too easy, huh?” I take a step back toward a bush, using the jacket of my last victim to wipe off my katana before sheathing it. The undead have created a semi-circle, barring me from returning to school property. As I stay still, they stagger and grunt forward, closing the gaps between each other and me. I yank out the trench knife with my right hand and take the .45 in my left.
 
   “Okay…” I step into the first one and sock him in the jaw, bringing my hand back and burying the blade just behind his ear. Two Zombies attack me from either side, so I kick the man on my right in the stomach and spear the skull of the woman on my left, forcing her head to the ground as she apparently struggles against me. The next one quickly gets too close for comfort, so I plug him between the eyes and watch him crumple like a rag doll. A moment of silence allows me to catch my breath while I realize that my arms are getting tired.
 
    
 
   “You’re gettin’ good at that.” Anderson sputters behind me on the front yard.
 
   “Yeah, well… how do you get to Carnegie Hall?”
 
   “I-95.”
 
    
 
   I look back at him incredulously. “What?” He asks. Shaking my head, I walk to the left, watching the Zombies pivot and drag in pursuit. “We still have a ways to go, my friends…” I say as someone screams from the front lawn. I can’t see clearly enough to figure out who it is. One of my assailants falls forward, allowing me to see Anderson running back to the gate. More shouting follows as I eye up my next victim, my diagonal blow with the trench knife traveling through the base of her skull as I again glance toward the school.
 
   Another one closes in from the right, and I end him with a shot to the forehead. The next one gets too close, so I land a side-kick in his stomach, knocking him into two more as they all lose their footing and tumble to the ground. I shoot the one on top through the bottom of his chin, watching the two beneath him struggle to escape the weight of his limp corpse.
 
   “Molotovs!” Anderson shouts from about fifty yards. Suddenly, the group of bodies to my far left is engulfed in flames, an affliction they share easily due to the wick effect. I take out another who almost seems distracted by the fireworks. I hear something vague about ‘falling back’ over the hissing, molten undulations of undead flesh as I watch one corpse knock down another, setting her on fire in the process. “GREY!” Someone shouts. I look past the bodies in front of me to see Mel about to engage two at once. One approaching from my right gets too close, so I turn, draw, and take out his eye socket.
 
   “GREY, GET BACK HERE!” I roll my eyes and lift my arms before sheathing my trench knife and walking back across the street. Though there are several Zombies coming at me from the sides, I only have two directly in my path, so I take aim when I’m within five feet, plugging her in the philtrum before nailing the next between the eyes. I feel the fingers of a third scrape my right arm as I make it to the curb, so I take another step and ladle a side-kick into his ribs. Mel takes aim at the group behind me, backing up while our compatriots make sure their previous victims have gone down for good.
 
   “Well?” I ask. Mel walks past me, taking out two more while a trail of flames screams off the top of a wine bottle thrown to my left. It sails toward a cluster of bodies to the right of the densest part of the horde, but the cocktail does not detonate, merely thudding into the head of a Zombie before rolling to the ground. “I told you, dammit, you’ve gotta hit the street… it doesn’t break when it hits them!” Anderson shouts at Jake, who replies with “Well what if it just goes out in the snow!?” The snow isn’t deep enough to extinguish the wick outright, so the flame is easy to spot as the bottle spins around their shuffling feet.
 
    
 
   “Anderson, hit the bottle!” I shout back. 
 
   “GREY, GET BACK HERE!”
 
   “Just shoot the bottle! It’ll still go up!”
 
    
 
   He lifts his M-16 and takes four steps toward the crowd before dropping to a knee and sighting. Three shots later, the bottle goes up and splashes flaming diesel fuel on the legs of our victims. They stumble over each other, pushing out a bulge in the throng. One of their heads jerks to the left with a puff of blood, a result of Anderson taking potshots from his kneeling position. I look back to see Mel and Lada by the statue a few feet to my right, Jake standing behind Anderson feebly holding a Molotov, and Mursak with Andy and Rob behind us by the auditorium garden rows, doing god knows what.
 
   “We’re spread out all over hell, what’s going on!?” I shout at them. “Reload!” Anderson says, getting up and running back toward Mursak. I pass Mel and Lada, jogging to where he was just standing as I take out my trench. I can’t understand where the confusion is coming from: there are fifty of them advancing at their normal rate of speed, and though we can’t tell how many are behind them, Rich is certainly dragging a fair share behind him.
 
   To my left, Mel struggles to cycle her M-16, and then tries to fire. “I just reloaded it!” I hear her shout. “Get Anderson to look at it! Fall back!” After a moment, I deduce that we are using none of our three M-16s at this moment. Anderson finishes reloading his before jogging up to switch with Mel. When I turn back, the undead are a few feet closer, and all of them are making a bee line for group reloading. “Dammit, we’re losing the line!” I sprint off to the right, leading them away from the auditorium toward the stockade. “OVER HERE!” 
 
   I hear Anderson shout something as Mursak starts forward with an M-16 and Andy on his tail. I lift my .45 and fire blind into the crowd at head level, catching a glancing blow of one corpse’s forehead; it guarantees that he’ll keep coming, but the shot brings his friends in my direction. “ANDERSON! GET ‘EM STRAIGHTENED OUT, I’LL BUY YOU SOME TIME!” I hope he heard me, and I hope I can keep these shuffling puppets busy long enough to get everyone calm, reloaded, and focused. I let them close in before taking two shots, definitively killing one and at least greatly impeding the other.
 
   One stumbles out of the group, falling forward as I take a big step back to avoid her, putting the .45 to her forehead and pulling the trigger to receive the ultimate anticlimax; I’m out. Walking back calmly, I sheathe the trench knife, remove the spent magazine, and fish out a new one. I fumble to slip it in, but once it’s locked in place, I rack it and shoot the two closest to me, supporting the Colt with both hands. Seeing that I have a moment, I pull out the knife again and take the Colt southpaw. I hear the report of M-16s again firing single rounds and catch sight of Mel downing one while Lada cleans up.
 
   I glance off to my left and see the gap between the undead and the garden row closing off, so I take a few big steps back and prepare to duck through. As I prepare to traverse the horde, I realize they’re too tightly spaced for me to make a clean break. I knock one back with the knife and spike him, then shoot another, but the gap continues to close, leaving me trapped between the horde, the broad side of the school, and the stockade. “Guys, little help!” I back up further, watching another Molotov ignite in front of the auditorium.
 
   I know I can run back over the cars, but I can still do some damage before it gets that desperate. There’s an average of six feet between the bodies, placing them far enough apart for me to see the house on the opposite side of the street clearly. However, I’m running out of gas, and my arms are too tired for me to make serious inroads with the katana. I back up again and slam into something, turning quickly to see I’ve throttled into the lone tree in the midst of the grass, which is about five feet in diameter. I slink around it and come face to face with the bony visage of a legacy, jabbing him behind the ear hard enough to drop him. How did they get behind me?
 
   “GUYS! OVER HERE! NOW!” The undead are still far enough apart that I could conceivably bull rush and maneuver my way back to the group with some fleet footwork. The stockade just disappeared as an option, as I now have no idea what awaits in that jungle gym of smashed cars. My feet work faster than my brain, taking me between the two closest ones as the M-16 shots get closer. Seeing Mel about forty feet away is a comfort, but there are about twenty Zombies between us.
 
   I step right, then leap left, throwing the force of my landing into the closest one, who predictably falls into another and clears a space. I jump into that and dart to the right, punching another one down as I shoot the next closest and spike the prone body, stepping on her back to make it another few feet. A hand comes down on my shoulder and I kick him back, but then another lands on the opposite shoulder. I turn and shoot, missing, and then unload another round and take her out cold. I punch one, then another, then another. They’re getting too close. It’s getting harder to move my arms.
 
   “HEY!” I shout to someone with a gun nearby. I shoot another, and another, clearing a few feet in front of me. Almost there. Filling myself with the rage of Julia and Dave, I throw my shoulder into one and thrust him toward the next one, pushing into two more before hopping over them. I turn and shoot, then flip the other direction and punch one before spiking him when I feel a searing pinch wring my left hand, followed by the screech of a raw, pulsating rip. A gunshot rings out next to me as I turn to see a chunk of leather and flesh missing from my hand as a Zombie’s teeth peels the last strands of skin away.
 
   Something shakes my hip and my hand disappears, bringing my wrist up in a flash and sending a ribbon of blood careening through the air. Two forceful hands grab me and the crowd disappears as my feet uselessly kick at the ground. A woman screams at the top of her lungs as a wave of bullets burst into the air around me, and I continue to kick at the snowy pavement as I’m whisked toward the gate. “What the…” I manage. “HOLD ON, HOLD ON!” The door rips open, and my boots squeal against the waxy floors as moaning, the wind, and gunfire screams in the distance, allowing my heavy breaths to hang in the acoustic nightmare of the stairwell. “KAREN, GET DOWN HERE NOW! JEFF GOT TAGGED!” I shake my arms violently, looking down to confirm that my left hand is gone.
 
    
 
   “KAREN!” Anderson shouts.
 
   “Some-… someone’s gotta get my hand…”
 
   “DOUBLE-TIME IT NOW!”
 
   “Get my hand… go get my hand…”
 
   “PUT PRESSURE ON IT!”
 
    
 
   I don’t know how I ended up on the steps on the other side of the railing, but I find myself looking down at the tapestry of the tiled floor, fixating on the steel divisions and worn rubber guards at the edge of each step as I wrap my right hand around my left wrist, seeing bone sticking through the brick-red mass of tissue. Out of sheer curiosity, I take the pressure off and hold the stump out, watching the soupy blood slop out of the gap where my hand used to be.
 
   “Jeff… Jeff!” Mel pokes her head over the lockers to see me holding out my wrist as my eyes fill with tears. This is real. A moan turns into a wail, which then crescendos into a bellowing scream. I used that hand. Wrote. Played keyboard. Made finger paintings for my mom. And now it’s gone. “GO AWAY!” I scream at Mel, who dissolves at my tears. I hear the doors blast open at the top of the steps, followed by footsteps careening down as I wrap my fingers around the shorn flesh where my left hand once began.
 
   “Jeff, keep pressure on it…” Karen mutters. I don’t know what I say back, but I manage to catch up a few seconds later: “OH GOD… OH GOD… MY FUCKING HAND! OH GOD…!” Something pokes into my thigh and I lose consciousness.
 
    
 
   I wake up in mid-struggle, warm but uncomfortable. My speech comes out muffled, likely because my mouth is covered. I try to force the gag out with my tongue, but I can’t move it, and I can’t move either hand. The left stump is on fire. When I look down at it, I can see steam rising as a bright red metal object is pressed against it by Karen, and the smell of burnt pork and steaming copper fills the air. I promptly gag and pass out again.
 
    
 
   This time I wake up in the freezing dark, supine with my back against something soft and warm that lacks the underlying support of a boxspring. I have a blanket draped over me and I can’t move. “Hello?” I struggle to move each limb, but they’ve been bound. As I shake my arms, I can feel tension, like rope stretching, tied to something solid and fixed to my wrists with grey tape or some other uncomfortably sticky binding. I walk my legs up toward my left arm and wipe my socked feet against it, but I can’t reach or get any leverage. I try to stretch my legs up toward my head, but once I realize there’s nothing I can do, I lay them back down.
 
   I pump and make fists with both of my hands, and then remember thinking that my left hand was missing. It feels numb, as though the circulation has been cut off, but I can definitely feel my fingers flexing. I struggle against my bindings again. “What the fuck is going on?” I whisper. How did I get here? Where is this? How long have I been here? Both of my arms are killing me and my shoulders feel like someone coiled the muscles in flaming ropes.
 
   An hour passes. My head is spinning, and I don’t feel normal. My body tremors and I feel like I’ve woken up nauseous after blacking out drunk. My left hand hurts. I can’t move. I snap and jerk my legs around again to no avail. I can’t stop thinking about the undead, and my thoughts only change when I turn my head in certain directions. I hate facing their eyes on the ceiling, but it’s the most comfortable position. The right isn’t as bad, they’re walking toward the bus. The left sees them in the rain, trying to get into the basement. I can’t shake these impressions, and they are inexorably tied to the direction of my head. “What’s happening?! Get this out of my head!” I murmur.
 
   I just need to stand up. I need to get my bearings, go to the bathroom and get water to reset before I start over. But I have to stand up first! God, this is annoying. My back hurts, my arms are killing me, I’m cold, my head is throbbing, my stomach aches, and I’m dizzy. I just want to curl up in bed until I’m warm enough to fall asleep, but god dammit, I can’t do that either! I jerk my legs around and slam my back repeatedly into the floor as I try to pull myself free. I jerk both of my arms toward me to pull the ties out, but I can’t.
 
   Okay, I just need to clear my head and I can fall asleep again. So, Jules, I focus on Jules. The way she breathed when she slept. The way her skin felt. The smell of her dirty hair. God damn corpses shuffling, turn left. Rain. Cold. Fear. She’s safe upstairs, but we’re in danger. Matt. I told him… I wish I told him. What? He should’ve stayed? Too distracting, turn right. Ceiling is too painful, turn right. Bus. Inert. You never wanted to spend enough time to establish connections on it. Perfect. Sleep on the bus. Sleep with Julia.
 
    
 
   My arm hurts. I may have slept seconds or hours. It’s not working. “HEY! WHAT THE FUCK!?” I wrench my arms again, doing so for a full minute until I’m too exhausted to move. Directional head turning has abandoned predisposition. I left, front, and right. What did the directions mean and why? Was it important, or just torturous? All three, torturous, and important?
 
   Too heavy. To get back to sleep I have to… do what? I can’t remember. I just had it on the tip of my tongue, and I’ve done it before. Something about… circular breathing, relaxing the muscles in groups starting from the feet and working up. Was it in through the mouth and out through the nose? No, that doesn’t feel right. In through the nose, out through the mouth.
 
   My feet. I have complete control of them. I can override my brain and make them fall asleep. Total relaxation. Release the tension in three, two, one… much better. Calves, the same. I can release them into complete relaxation… there we go. I should slow down, or else I won’t do it right. Thighs, same thing, slower… take a few breaths. Calm down. You can release them slow, like watching a circus tent wheeze to the ground. Find the zero space… there is nothing. Not even consciousness. All is immaterial. Sleep, and fold into the nothingness…
 
    
 
   I can feel myself urinating. How embarrassing.
 
    
 
   Eyes open. Darkness. Still frozen, hot or cold? Hungry, or nauseous? Legs tense. Polygons slicing through shimmering black ether, thick geometric shapes… phosphorescent, gently invading the darkness with inexactitude. The headache is emasculating. Thick chunky dusk, shakes with tunnel vision… motor functions have ceased to respond, and faded memory beckons. I was not meant for this nothingness. It’s supposed to be quiet. I hear a sound, not inside the room. It was the murmur of someone else’s thoughts, transmitted through conductive means.
 
   Not words. Sounds. Sounds with emotion you can learn… extrapolate meaning from emotion. That one was ‘B’, the emotion of ‘B’. Is this a function one can hone? Is it real, or capricious forgery? Where am I going? Would that I were sitting still, not moving, but I’d know that I was leaving… so slowly… so slowly it couldn’t be seen… s…o… s…l…o…w…l…y… if I understood it I would go comatose with fear.
 
    
 
   This lasts for an eternity.
 
    
 
   Glow of faded orb shapes, loosely defined as three dimensional objects, so faint they can barely be intuited from the darkness. Fly by. Collapse, rebuild. Float through space without time or meaning. Stardust. Spirals. Shimmering slices of dark, stained glass, colored in a tapestry of poorly illuminated static. So faint… all of it so faint, barely distinguishable unless you concentrate. Freedom would liquefy like them, slide over everything else, defy time and space so beautifully. Slide into the gelatin warmth of a dark bed, no longer taut, cold high-tension wire, strung up… for some reason. 
 
   One that doesn’t matter. You’re helpless. Worthless. Spasms again, terrified, depressing feint at dispelling intruders. It might be failing. What a horrifying thought… that quiet, soft, imperceptible takeover from within. Saps your will. You can feel yourself weakly trying to rebel against it, but you’re drowned in the current, pulled down by the undertow, and there’s nothing you can do but feel yourself lose control. Jules. Feel something else take control. Jules. Slowly… so slowly… so… comatose… slowly…
 
    
 
   Powerless in the face of death.
 
    
 
   I’m in an abyss. Left, right, center. Fear, apathy, death. Center. Eyes. Left. Windows. Right. Bus. Escape? No. Just feel. Left is fear. Used to be. Now infected. Unsame? Broken fear. How? Hurts to think about. How does fear break? It used to be… fear is hidden? How does fear hide? Homeostasis corrupted. Infection. Hate them… and left is anger. Right. Still apathy. Bus. Less safe. Fear. Center. Eyes. Theirs. Julia’s. She’s not here. Hard to look. Fear, again, and harder. Leaving myself behind. I am distinct from nothingness alone, but disappearing. Consumed in perilous affront. Having taken me, the void is no greater.
 
    
 
   The façade crumbles. I am the abyss.
 
    
 
   Heavy chunk. Squealing wedges, metal whines with the light, not very blinding, a silhouette in the door. This makes sense. I see my feet, my legs. Still so cold. Mouth crispy with dried fluids. Figure. Man figure. Breathing loud and fat, ignorant, repulsive. I wanna strangle him. Gun. Can’t move, don’t move. Fat, vile pig. Punch him in the throat until he chokes. I want you to die. I want you to die. I want you to die. Gun points up and the coward will shoot. Stop breathing, snorting. Click. Misted with blood as he falls. His flabby form rumbles.
 
   Leviathan moves in the night, swimming out of the corner with a rifle and passing through the light, bringing darkness again. Light returns. Needles and wires in my arm. Pain seems real. Rancid breath drags into nostrils. Words words words. Makes sound but not sense. No response given. “Pain… are you in pain?” Words register, slipping through cracks into receptor bins. Nod. Bee sting in forearm… oh, filled with sweet cleansing euphoria, a body orgasm without pulsation, sunlight in dark veins. Warm, gelatinous ether wraps its arms around me, tears flood through a glorious ascent.
 
    
 
   Awake again. Dirty with clear thoughts. Smells bad. Does forever have an ending?
 
    
 
   Scorched retinas. Cold needles, make noise. Stop. Vibration rattles floor. Footsteps. Salty, rough fingers poke my ears and sound becomes real. “Are you alright?” Woman. Who? Eyes hurt. Who do I say? Bed. Water. Stop killing me. Please. “Jeff…” That’s my name. I have a body. “Help me…” I whisper. Murmurs. Will they save me? “Jeff… it’s okay…” Her voice is soft and sweet. “Mom…?” I hear a smile. Like being woken up for breakfast before school. Am I home?
 
    
 
   “Mom…?”
 
   “Jeff… it’s Karen.”
 
   “Me too…” Anderson says.
 
   “Water…” I mutter.
 
    
 
   Mouth like a raisin coated with pond scum. Cold liquid at my lips. I spit out the last bit. Still can’t open my eyes. “Am I home?” Can’t stop the tears, sobbing. “Please tell me I’m home…” A hand strokes my hair.
 
    
 
   “You’re in the keep… you’re safe.” Karen replies.
 
   “Too much light…” I groan as my eyes are wiped.
 
   “John, can you…?”
 
    
 
   Switches flip, making the room darker. I open my eyes. She wasn’t lying.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” I ask.
 
   “… you were bit…”
 
   “I… wh-as?”
 
   “Yeah… we had to be sure… you weren’t goin’ to change…” Karen continues. “I can’t… imagine what you’ve gone through… but you’re out of the woods now…”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “You’ve been in here two days.”
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   Karen continues hesitantly. “But… you… you had to lose the hand.” My head snaps over to see bandages covering the stump at the end of my left wrist, and I wrench at the ropes and duct tape. “Get me out… get me out!” I hyperventilate as Anderson hunches over me with a knife and cuts the binding free, allowing me to sit up for the first time in two days. I hold up my arm and stare hard at the space above the bandage while my stiff muscles scream in agony. Time passes.
 
    
 
   “It hurts…”
 
   “What?” Karen asks.
 
   “My hand… it hurts…”
 
   “It’s not there…” Anderson offers.
 
   “I know that…” I spit. “But it hurts…”
 
   “…it’s called phantom limb.” Karen sighs.
 
   “I can’t believe I lost my hand.” I reply, ignoring her. “I can’t believe it’s gone.”
 
   “I know, Jeff… but it saved your life.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “You were bitten… and… someone took it off. The blood rushin’ out must’ve washed out the infection. If we’d waited any longer… it might’ve been too late.” As I sigh, she gives me a sympathetic look. “Other’n the hand, how do you feel?”
 
   “…fucking stupid.”
 
   “Don’t…” Anderson interjects. “We were scrambling… you bought us enough time to get under control. You probably saved someone’s life.”
 
   “So, you feel stupid…” Karen grins. “Anythin’ else?”
 
   “My back hurts… and I feel like… I’ve been pulled out of another dimension… I was lost in it… had to… make sense of the darkness…”
 
   “Dude… what are you talking about?” Anderson huffs.
 
   “You were dosed and tied up for two days… I can’t even imagine what was goin’ on in your head.”
 
   “Yeah…” I mutter, breaking a stillborn silence. “It’s not important… is everyone alright?”
 
    
 
   They look at each other.
 
    
 
   “What?” I insist.
 
   “Rich… hasn’t come back.” Anderson replies.
 
   “Where’d he go?”
 
   “He tried to drag ‘em into the back roads… we had radio contact up ‘til yesterday morning.”
 
    
 
   Karen stares at the floor stoically while she listens.
 
    
 
   “And everyone else?”
 
   “Intact.” Anderson continues. “But they haven’t stopped coming. They know we’re in here.”
 
   “How?” I mutter, falling back to the floor and stroking the end of my stump to confirm that my hand is gone.
 
   “Three things…” Anderson starts. “First… fire at the college. Alarms stopped about a day ago… second… the helicopters… remember how I told you they were the 193rd?”
 
   “…no?”
 
   “SOW out of Middletown, near Harrisburg, about 75 miles that way.” He points toward the door, indicating west. “If those things followed the sound of the hooks…”
 
   “Damn…”
 
   “We figure that’s why our ‘friends’ from DC cubed ventured over as well…” As he clears his throat, I consider I’d had that thought. “Third… Steve.”
 
   “… Steve ? I thought they took him…?”
 
   “Nope. Notice how every time they show up in front they head directly for us? You said before he might be a beacon…”
 
   “I was…”
 
   “…right, probably.” Anderson interrupts. “We don’t make any sounds you could hear from the street. We moved him… put him in the black truck out front. But it doesn’t matter… they know we’re in here.”
 
   “What do we do?”
 
    
 
   Anderson and Karen look at each other again.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t this… sort of…” Anderson pauses. “…your area?”
 
   “Isn’t it yours?”
 
   “Well… yeah, but seek and destroy was always your thing…”
 
   “Not anymore.” I mutter, looking down at my stump. “I’ve done enough damage.”
 
   “Careful, lest in castin’ out your demons you exorcise the best thing in you.” Karen says with a weak grin.
 
    
 
   As Anderson frees my legs, I look forward to see a puddle of dried blood on the floor. “What happened there?” Anderson sheepishly scrapes his foot against the caked shell on the tile, turning away as Karen leans back on the desks.
 
    
 
   “I remember… something…”
 
   “…Nick.” Anderson answers. “He wasn’t very flexible on the whole wait-and-see thing once you got bit. After what he did at PSU and on the highway…”
 
   “So… what happened…?”
 
   “You don’t get three strikes around here.”
 
    
 
   Anderson, the sentinel, was on guard to stop the man who would’ve killed me. I only retain brief impressions of Nick in that moment, filling my body with the belated terror of my vulnerability. I nod solemnly before looking over at Karen. “Mel’s been worried sick about you.” She says, still getting away with that weak grin.
 
    
 
   “Yeah…” Anderson starts, warming to the topic. “She’s the reason you’re sitting here.”
 
   “…oh?”
 
   “She went postal when you started calling for help… I can’t even say I would’ve gone that nuts. Must’ve killed a dozen in a minute flat…” He snaps his fingers. “Barely stopped to sleep and eat since.”
 
   “Just what we need…” I respond blithely. “Two people missing a hand.”
 
   “I don’t think your Zombie killing days are over yet…”
 
   “That depends on this…” I say, lifting my stump in his direction. “When do I take the bandage off?”
 
   “I did my best to clean it up…” Karen sighs. “A week until that comes off… a few months, maybe, it’ll be like any other patch of skin. You’ll have a scar, of course.”
 
   “Hardly my biggest concern.”
 
   “I’m a little concerned about heterotopic ossification.”
 
   “…English?”
 
   “Your brain gets its signals mixed and starts growin’ bone where it shouldn’t be… it’s rare…”
 
   “Only if my luck changes.”
 
   “Jeff, you’ve got to take it easy. You lost a lot of blood, and we can’t exactly give you a transfusion… I’d like to wait at least a few more days before you go about your routine…”
 
   “I’ve gotta help…”
 
   “Not in this state…” Anderson pipes in. “I don’t need you passing out in the street.”
 
   “I put some iron pills with your allergy pills…” Karen starts. “And you’ll need to eat and rest more.”
 
   “Thanks Bones. Hey… you’re not sick?”
 
    
 
   Karen smiles, shaking her head as I shift to my left, preparing to rest my left hand on the ground to prop myself up. “God…” I mutter, completing the action with my right hand and standing slowly. “I need a shower.” Gaining no objections, I find a change of clothes and shuffle down to the girl’s locker room, but not before Karen provides me with a plastic bag and rubber band to keep my bandage from getting wet.
 
   As usual, I gain comfort from hosing myself down in the warm water. I manage well enough with one hand until I try to shampoo my hair. Pointing the bottle at my stump, I feel perplexed as to how I apply it and quickly get frustrated enough to throw it against the wall. I consider pouring some on my left forearm and rubbing it along my scalp, but I eventually realize I can just squirt some on my hair and go one-handed from there. Not that I have a choice.
 
   I spend the rest of my shower weeping. Everything I do from now on, except running, is going to be twice as hard as before. I feel this acutely when I attempt to dress myself; getting undressed wasn’t difficult, but with the exception of killing, doing something is never as easy as undoing it. The struggle to open my pill bottle endures until I realize I can push the cap into my forearm hard enough to turn and open it. Parsing the pills and getting it closed again without spilling is yet another ordeal. Once finished, I stare at myself in the mirror for the first time in a long time.
 
   When I’m clean and dressed, I begin to feel the pain in my absent hand acutely and wonder if whatever Karen doped me up with is beginning to wear off. When I make it back to the hall, I catch Jake running from the front entrance toward the cafeteria. “Everything all right?” I call after him, rushing to get into the intersection he just passed. “Finally broke the crowbar…” he calls back, his voice fading quickly as he rushes into a stairwell.
 
   I consider heading to the lobby so I can observe the onslaught, but all the windows have been painted on either side. I stop myself from rushing on my way to the security office, realizing that Karen’s admonitions about my blood loss must be taken seriously, lest I pass out in the hallway only to wake up in a panic.
 
   I arrive to find the office empty and dark, save for the glow of the screens. It looks like the remnants of Alpha and Beta are up for combat with Jack and Lada plugged into the absent positions, which must mean that Gamma is on standby. Since we never officially established what standby meant other than a state of readiness, they could be anywhere in the school right now. I watch Anderson attack the undead with his usual gusto and consider voicing my opinion over the walkie, but unless I have something urgent, I’ll probably only hamper their efforts. They seem to have things under control now regardless.
 
   Remembering Karen’s edict that I eat regularly, I amble out of the office and find my way to the cafeteria, coming up slowly so I can listen for anyone inside. It seems quiet, but I step in to find Gamma team, absent Karen, with both Andy and Levi added to the broth. “Hey guys.” I offer quietly. Mel and Helen leap up, shout my name, and rush over to wrap me up in a group hug. “Okay, okay… easy now.” Tears coat Mel’s intensely compassionate eyes as she releases me, and Helen looks at me kindly for the first time ever. While they search for something to say, I notice them trying to keep from glancing at my stump.
 
   “Hey…” I start, by way of relaxing them. “Look on the bright side… They install the chainsaw tomorrow.” This joke, which neither of them understands, backfires horribly when I break into sobs, an infectious reaction that soon plagues both of them. Mel kisses my cheek and whispers something I can’t understand. The warmth of the interaction is scotched when Rob walks in the cafeteria and smiles at me. Much to my chagrin, Mel and Helen depart, leaving me with Rob while Andy and Levi linger at the table behind me.
 
   “I have something of yours…” Rob opens, unclenching a fist to reveal the two rings I used to wear on my left hand. I take them both. “Where’d you get these?” He seems reluctant to respond. Since I have no desire to expose the newcomers to this thinly veiled acrimony, I lead Rob into the empty hallway.
 
    
 
   “So?” I start.
 
   “I…we got your gun, too…”
 
   “The Colt? What about my hand?”
 
   “I mean… do you really want it?”
 
   “…I guess not.”
 
    
 
   Rob looks at the floor while I stare at him. “It was me.” He says softly. “I took your hand… I didn’t think…” I don’t bother to varnish my reply. “Well there’s a reliable disappointment.” His sigh at this packs a wallop of heartache to which I am indifferent. “I know… you don’t like me.” I can feel that he expects me to treat this pronouncement as a moment for humility, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction, choosing to let the silence fester.
 
    
 
   “I could see you were… unwilling to accept my apology at Christmas…”
 
   “Well, you’re right. I don’t trust you. Never will.”
 
   “I can’t take back what I did… and it’s not something you can just… apologize for.” He mutters.
 
   “We still talking about us?”
 
    
 
   He looks up slowly and stares into me.
 
    
 
   “I don’t blame you for not accepting my apology. You had to do it for the group. I’ve done a lot of terrible things in my life… for which I will atone…”
 
   “Don’t give me that… you were a holy man last I checked… a sin is a sin, is it not?”
 
   “Yes. But the sin doesn’t define the sinner… and no man is without virtue… sometimes they go unrecognized, but we have survived because we are virtuous. Even if we’ve sinned along the way.”
 
   “Bullshit.” I spit.
 
   “Jake mentioned… you’ve spoken of Anderson’s pride. Has he not shown diligence? Charity? Selflessness? Which is greater, the sin, or the virtue?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “If it takes forever…” He sighs. “I’ll wait forever. I have to earn your trust more than anyone. I intend to.”
 
   “Well… I’m not gonna stop you from trying.”
 
    
 
   Rob smiles.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to ask something about your Christmas gift.” He starts. “Did you realize… that Uranus is the only planet named for a Greek god?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “In Greek mythology, Uranus sired children with Gaia… he hated them and cast them into Tartarus, as far below hell as the Earth is below the Heavens. With Gaia’s help they revolted, castrating Uranus. Those children… the Titans… were pale cannibals raised from the nether.”
 
   “Zombies?”
 
   “There certainly are… similarities. Any reason you chose Uranus?”
 
   “It was the only one visible in the sky. I would’ve preferred Jupiter.”
 
   “Must be Tyche.” He says with a smile.
 
   “I don’t know what that means.”
 
   “Greek deity of chance. Anyway… Prometheus sided with Zeus, Uranus’ grandson, and rebelled against the Titans… he also created man and did everything he could to help them despite Zeus’ objections.”
 
   “…so what? Is there a point to bringing up a bunch of tall tales about fake gods?”
 
   “Well, it’s an important part of culture… you take solace in our understanding of the universe. History is replete with legendary parables, the enduring ones aren’t just… fun stories. If you’re open to them, they teach you a lot about yourself. And man.”
 
   “…so that’s where Operation Prometheus came from?”
 
   “…I’m not prepared to judge your trip logistically… but I think you did the right thing. Even if you called down the thunder.”
 
    “Great. Just so you know… I don’t think you’re a good guy. You’ve lied to me. And you’re still lying to me. But even if I never trust you again… that doesn’t have to affect our friendship.”
 
    
 
   Rob smiles, nodding a few times over the course of the next minute. Just when I think we’re about to part ways, he takes a deep breath to insinuate he has more.
 
    
 
   “I picked my song.”
 
   “Oh?” I assume he’s referring to Jake’s initiative.
 
   “Sure. You know the word dirge comes from Latin… from the first words of the first antiphon in the Matins of the Office for the Dead, from Psalms…”
 
   “None of that means anything to me.” I interrupt.
 
   “…fair enough.” He concedes. “Peace of Mind, by Boston.”
 
    
 
   I can’t stop myself from laughing.
 
    
 
   “What?” He asks, slightly hurt.
 
   “Nothing… after that… I was expecting… Mozart’s Requiem?”
 
   “Well, yeah… maybe not as lofty… but it works for me.”
 
   “Sooner or later.”
 
    
 
   He pats my shoulder and walks away, at which point I become acutely aware of my stump again. I take a few steps down the hall, sulking and weeping before I take notice of a sound in the distance. I glance in the cafeteria doors as I pass by, but no one else has heard it. As I continue quietly down the hall, the sound gains more definition; it’s oscillating quickly enough to give me a chill. Suddenly, the cheaply synthesized electronic buzz settles in: it’s a car alarm. Barefoot, in my pajamas, clutching my stump, I run immediately to the main lobby, up the steps, and into the flank.
 
   Once inside, I instantly collapse. When I regain my sight, I take note of the combined head rush and debilitating headache as being the most disorienting pain I’ve felt in my entire life. I stumble over to the window, immediately seeing the dead in the street migrating toward the black truck I noticed when we returned from Penn State. The car alarm has gone off. Breathing heavily, I try to get back to the cafeteria as fast as I can without passing out. All eyes are on me as I brazenly wobble through the door. “Anderson… the car alarm… it went off…” When I let go of the door I fall over again, looking up to see Andy, Levi, and Rob run past me through the doors.
 
   I lay on the ground for a while. I should have listened to Karen. She’s probably with the kids now, trying to keep them unaware of the gunshots and car alarms, doing her best to maintain their childhood as long as she can. Since I spent two days chained to the floor in 218, I think I can survive an hour or two laying here. “Come on.” A voice intrudes as two strong arms wrap around my torso. It’s Mel, and not only can she support my weight, she manages to drag me up the steps, pulling me into the furthest classroom from the gate with an unobstructed view of the street before quietly closing the door behind us, leaving me on the counter by the windows.
 
   “I’m going for your walkie and binoculars…” She says, moving for the door. I want to express my profound distress, but she’s gone before I can open my mouth. I squint at the headache and glance through the slit in the freezing window pane to see Anderson’s group trot conservatively across the bus lane to the grass, keeping their heads down and limiting the motion of their arms and weapons, but Anderson is curiously absent. I refocus to see the undead dragging in the wake of the black truck with the blaring alarm. The fact that it’s moving suggests that someone is driving it, so I assume it must be Anderson.
 
   Two of the humans approaching the vehicle have M-16s strapped to their backs and all of them are carrying crowbars. In addition to their relative stealth, their movements are well covered by the shaking, flashing, screaming truck to which the hands of the undead seem to be magnetically attracted. Anderson opens the door and rolls out onto the snow, loosing half a dozen shots from his M-16 and gesticulating wildly at the group behind him.
 
   I turn my head back as Mel enters with my walkie and binoculars; there isn’t any radio chatter, but I can follow Anderson much more easily with the binoculars. He strafes alongside the truck, taking potshots as it continues slowly down the street. Rather than engage, the group merely fans out and kills any walking corpse not drawn in Anderson’s wake. There seems to be a plan, but I can’t figure what it is or how it’s being executed. Anderson reaches into the truck to produce a Molotov, lighting it an instant before tossing it into the swarm. I sigh.
 
    
 
   “What?” Mel asks.
 
   “I don’t know if that was the best idea.”
 
   “…why not?”
 
   “…I meant that. I don’t know.”
 
   “Do you have a better one?”
 
   “No. It’s called improvising.” I say, smiling. “Fake it ‘til you make it.”
 
   “Asshole. I meant if you have a better idea, spit it out.”
 
    
 
   I nod as Anderson continues to fire at the non-flaming corpses. 
 
    
 
   “Was he pissed about the Humvee?” Mel asks.
 
   “Not really, I don’t think… but who can tell these days?”
 
   “You can always tell with him.”
 
    
 
   I look back through my binoculars and watch Jake, Mursak, Andy and Ally continue to spread out and send countless bodies to the ground in a sepia haze beneath the burnt orange and fluorescent purple of the low-hanging clouds. Though the majority of the horde seems to be closing on Anderson, there are too many behind him to assume that his plan is working. I lift the walkie.
 
    
 
   “Anderson, you’ve got more rolling to you, over.”
 
   “No shit. We’ve gotta make a dent before we retreat. Over and out.”
 
   “Yeah, but is the fire gonna draw more?”
 
   “Anything we can do about that? Over.”
 
   “Now that you’ve thrown it, no!”
 
   “Yeah, well… you’re not down here…”
 
    
 
   I think about saying something, but I instead let the words sink in. I look back at the street through the binoculars to catch a glimpse of the growing chaos. “What’s the deal with Rich?” Mel asks. I look back at her while I consider mounting a response.
 
    
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “What if… ah… if he doesn’t…”
 
   “Come back?” I ask, turning back to the binoculars. “Karen takes his place.”
 
   “You guys decided that?”
 
   “We talked about it… the only way we can replace someone is with a unanimous three-way vote in advance. Karen’s it. Can you think of anyone better?”
 
   “…I don’t want to think about it.”
 
    
 
   A silence lingers as Anderson fails to make a serious dent in the undead around him. My heart leaps when he fails to notice a Zombie closing in from behind. I sit up involuntarily just before he turns and sends it stumbling to the ground. He pulls off his toque, the sweat spraying off his steaming scalp.
 
    
 
   “Pick your song yet?” Mel asks suddenly.
 
   “I thought so… might be a bit too… I dunno, dour.”
 
   “Whatever. It’s your funeral.”
 
   “Exactly…” I mutter.
 
   “Yours has gotta be epic, though… you’re the guy who wrote about Zombies.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Why did you?”
 
   “…it appealed to me.”
 
   “Well… duh… why ?”
 
    
 
   With my eyes glued to the binoculars, I witness Anderson pulling the pin on a grenade and tossing it up the street before pulling another one. There’s barely a breath of wind, so the black truck disappears into the artificial haze filling the street, gliding toward a destination it can’t choose. Anderson waits, and then signals a retreat as he darts through the yellow smoke.
 
    
 
   “It’s like the opposite of winning the lottery. I wasn’t interested in what money could buy… I was interested in a world where it didn’t matter. Where the rules, written or not, no longer applied…”
 
   “And the Zombies?”
 
   “Cannon fodder. We love making villains…” I sigh. “Christians, Jews, Indians, witches, Nazis, Commies, terrorists… it’s easy to reduce evil to a moral absolute, even though we’re just animals with rules. Once you remove the vanities of consciousness… we’re more dangerous than they are. More afraid… and god, I miss what fear used to be.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “It used to be… stupid shit… like what others think of you. Not being good enough… not having control… not having enough… feeling helpless… we still deal with it. But we get up every morning not knowing if we’ll wake up tomorrow. Brings out the worst in us…”
 
   “Or the best.” Mel interrupts. “We’ve made it three months… and we have each other. For better or worse. There’s something to be said for that.”
 
   “You ever heard of the concept of orbital resonance?” I ask.
 
   “Is that when a guy sings into a wine glass and cracks it?”
 
   “No…” I smile. “It’s the idea that… celestial bodies… planets… exert force on each other… for better or worse. It’s the difference between a harmonious balance or planets crashing into each other. There was an awful lot of chaos before this solar system settled down… still more to come.” I nod to myself, sensing that she’s wondering where this is going. “You were right. I have been an asshole. I accept that. I don’t know… maybe the stupid shit does bring you down.”
 
   “Only if you spend all your time dealing with it.” Mel replies. “What were you saying to me just this past week?”
 
   “…you’re gonna have to be more specific.”
 
   “To err is human. You forgot the second part though.”
 
    
 
   I consider saying that Alexander Pope added the second part to the ancient proverb, but that’d just be pedantic.
 
    
 
   “Lucky.” I whisper.
 
   “I don’t think that’s the second part.”
 
   “No… that’s my song. Lucky. Radiohead.”
 
    “We’re falling back…” Anderson cuts in on the radio, breathing heavily. “We need everyone not tied down in the lobby, now. Karen, Sak’s gonna switch with you. Grey, you on lookout?”
 
   “Copy that.”
 
   “Keep us posted. Over and out.”
 
    
 
   Mel grabs her rifle, mounting it on her shoulder as she lifts herself off the heater.
 
    
 
   “Sounds pretty bad.” She mutters.
 
   “Looks about the same.”
 
   “I’ll keep you posted…”
 
   “Hey, Mel…”
 
    
 
   She stops before she can get to the door, signaling her attention. “You still think I’m an asshole?” A huge grin slowly grows on Mel’s face as she hikes over and plants a kiss on my lips, then walks back for the door. “Is that a yes?” I ask, and she doesn’t stop or turn back as she responds. “Probably. But I can let it go. You’re only human.” I hear her feet echoing down the stairwell, followed by silence.
 
   I take up the binoculars again to see the smoke dissipating in the wake of the truck, and the fire from Anderson’s Molotov smoldering around the individual corpses strewn across the ground over two hundred feet. The largest group of bodies is following the truck, which will strike the dead traffic at Route 3 if it doesn’t run off the road first. Behind the smoke, about three dozen Zombies are already moving in toward the high school. In spite of this, I find myself smiling.
 
   Only human. There’s no telling how long we can last, and we may not see tomorrow. Our future could be short lived, but I’m content knowing we’ll face it together.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A  NOTE  FROM  THE  AUTHOR
 
    
 
   The lifeblood of any small-market or self-published author derives from their work making an impression sufficient to impact another potential reader. Therefore, I humbly request that you make your opinions known by reviewing my work on Amazon or Goodreads. Whether that review is positive or negative, short or long, I only ask that you be honest. I realize how valuable your time is and I consider it an honor that you’ve dedicated some to my work. Thank you.
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