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   Despite what you’ve been told, the Apocalypse doesn’t begin with fire raining down from the heavens, nor does it begin with the human race falling down on their faces in supplication before a triumphant god. No, the sounds of the Apocalypse are much more terrifying than that, and I should know … I’ve heard them, and hearing the world tumble into chaos around me is not something I’ll ever forget. 
 
   The first sounds were just a buzzing really, a buzzing of television newscast in the background of our house, like so many other homes in America … just the news playing in another room while we all went on about our day-to-day lives. The reports were of something happening far off—not to us—so it didn’t worry anyone all that much. The sound of reporters and main stream media feeding us all a bunch of hoopla to keep the masses entertained and calm when they should have been telling everyone what was really going on and how to protect themselves and their families. And my family, just like most others in the world, fed into their lies and sat idly by while an epidemic swept through the world when we were all sleeping in our beds, assured of one thing … we were too advanced a people, too evolved a species to ever tumble into a dark age of death, destruction, and chaos. Oh, how the mighty and powerful fall. 
 
   Have you ever heard the sounds of mass hysteria or the sounds of a Boeing 767 plummeting from the sky to land in your neighborhood? It isn’t a pleasant sound. There is a deafening roar as the plane falls from the sky and lands on top of houses you had walked past just the afternoon before, an explosion so loud, you swear you’d never hear again … and then the screaming. Dear God, sometimes when I close my eyes, I can still hear the screaming. Even to this day, when my adrenaline’s pumping, when I find myself in a tight spot, or I just know I’m this close to dying, there is a flash back of that sound … a sadistic mix of tearing, screeching metal, and gut-wrenching screams that make me dizzy from the high pitch wail echoing inside my skull. 
 
   And then there are the sounds that don’t make sense to you, the ones you can’t place … the ones that your brain can’t seem to comprehend even if everything is playing out right before your eyes, in all its technicolor glory.
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   GO GET THE HANDGUN. Go get the handgun. Go get the handgun. What my dad had said as he ran through our front door was playing over and over again inside my head, like a scratched up CD that couldn’t get past the deep gouge in its surface. 
 
   My dad was rushing through the house, hollering for me to get a bag together and to be ready to leave when he gave the word. I watched him as he ran out the front door, toward the wreckage to search for survivors. That’s who my dad was … a hero. I could hear my own labored breathing—harsh to my own ears—as I hurried to my room and grabbed my beat up, army green back pack and shoved random stuff inside of it, not really seeing what I was doing, not really paying attention to whatever crap I was packing. I threw a black tank top over the blue one I was already wearing, discarded my cookie monster pajama bottoms in favor of black cargo pants, and made sure to yank on my most worn-in black combat boots, lacing them up quickly.
 
   “I’ll be right back, don’t worry. Everything will be fine, Mel. Go get the handgun and bullets and put them in your bag.” That’s what he had said. Did he know something was going to happen or was he just taking a precaution with all the chaos surrounding us at that moment? Didn’t matter. I ran to my dad’s room and unlocked the gun case, stowed in his closet, and made sure to do exactly as he told me. My dad had been an officer in the army for over twenty-five years and I knew he wouldn’t have told me to get the gun if he didn’t honestly believe there was some kind of threat looming. I found a camouflage rucksack, what my dad referred to as his “bug out bag”, in the bottom of his closet. After making sure the safety was on and the gun was loaded, I stuffed it and all the ammo I could find in the bag and then headed to the kitchen. 
 
   I grabbed everything I thought that my dad would have told me to. Bottles of water, beef jerky, granola bars, cracker packs, a bag of apples, and a pack we always had ready in a closet for when we went camping, which was often. The screams from outside seemed to be getting louder, which only intensified the ache pounding through my head. I stood in the middle of our living room with no idea what to do next … I wanted to just drop everything and run to help my dad, but I knew that wasn’t the smart thing to do. I stood rooted to the spot I was standing in, listening to screams and the sound of sirens in the distance.
 
   I’m not sure how long I stood in the living room, wondering if I should go in search of my dad or just hang tight like he’d told me to. I quite clearly remember the uneasiness worming its way into the pit of my stomach, the prickly sensation at the back of my neck, and the sense of dread settling around me like a thick fog. When my mother was alive, she used to tell me that I had a sixth sense about me, that all the women in her family did, but I never really put any real stock into what she was saying. After all, what good is it to have any extra “senses” if they didn’t help you out in anyway? But regardless, I felt something shimmering just out of focus, something niggling in the back of my mind that things were never going to be the same, that after that night my world would forever be changed. I can see that now … but back then, I was still a naïve teenager, not realizing things bigger than the plane crash were happening, not understanding that I should have been wondering why the plane had crashed in the first place. Instead, I was too busy wondering how long it would take for everything to get cleaned up, how my neighbors were, and when things would be getting back to normal. 
 
   When my dad swung open the front door early in the morning, I had dozed off on the couch with my backpack still on and the rucksack sitting on the coffee table in front of me. My dad looked around the house, his eyes slightly out of focus, as if he wasn’t really seeing anything around him. 
 
   “Dad?” I whispered gently. His head swung around and his eyes met mine and I knew right then that he’d seen some horrific things through the night. I just didn’t know how horrific. 
 
   “Mel, get the keys to the jeep and put your bags inside. Get in and wait for me, I’m going to grab my gun and then we’ll leave.” His jaw clenched and his hand balled tightly into a fist. 
 
   “I’ve got the gun, Dad, it’s in my bag … just like you told me.” I picked up the rucksack and walked around the coffee table to stand in front of him. His eyes hardened and he strode past me, toward the back of the house.
 
   “Not that gun, baby girl.” I heard him murmur harshly under his breath. I knew my dad owned other guns … guns he didn’t normally use for protection. He collected guns and used them at shooting ranges and for hunting, and some he still had from his Army days. I knew those days haunted him and I knew he wouldn’t be bringing those guns out unless something was seriously wrong. I wiped my damp palms on my pants and ran to the kitchen to grab the keys out of the cookie jar and then went into the garage to put the bags in the backseat. When my dad came back out he was wearing full Army camo and was carrying a very large duffel bag and his sniper rifle over his shoulder. I swallowed back the fear and apprehension clawing its way up my throat and climbed into the passenger seat of our jeep. My dad put his bag in the backseat, but brought his rifle in the front with him. He started up the vehicle and then just sat there, staring blankly into the windshield for a few seconds before he spoke. 
 
   “There’s something going on, I’m not sure what exactly, but it’s serious, Melody.” He glanced over at me. I swallowed and licked my suddenly dry lips. I could see the fear behind his eyes and if my dad was scared …. I really didn’t want to contemplate what could be happening. “Where’s the gun I told you to grab?” he asked gruffly. 
 
   “In the back,” I answered. He reached into the backseat and pulled the rucksack onto his lap. When he pulled out the handgun his face was a mask of stone, his years of Army training taking over, and I was actually relieved to see it. This was the version of my dad I could handle in the face of whatever was going on. His finger clicked off the safety and he checked the gun over, nodding in approval that it was loaded. He pulled two extra magazines out of the bag and handed them to me. After he threw the bag back into the back of the jeep, he clenched his jaw and turned to me. 
 
   “Keep the safety off. Keep your gun where you can have easy access to it, and … be careful. You’ve been handling guns for a long time and I know you’ll act responsibly. I just can’t take you out of this house without knowing you are fully armed … that if anything were to happen to me …”
 
   “Daddy …” He held up hand and turned to face me. His face was granite, his eyes hard and unyielding. 
 
   “If anything were to happen to me, you’d have a good chance to survive. I’ve taught you how to shoot, how to take care of yourself … everything I know. Don’t trust anyone and always remember … survival means being smart. Acting rashly is what gets people killed.” I blinked furiously, trying to keep the threatening tears from spilling over. What was he saying? What was going on beyond the plane crash in our neighborhood? I swallowed hard and nodded my head sharply as I looked my father in the eye.
 
   “I’ll remember, Daddy,” I promised softly. My dad’s eyes softened a fraction and his hand cupped my cheek gently before he handed me the Colt 1911 handgun and a simple, black leg holster. I took the gun with a shaking hand and attached it to my right leg as my dad backed the jeep out of the garage. As soon as we pulled out onto our cul-de-sac, I was immediately, unequivocally sure that my life as I knew it was over. 
 
   My first real glimpse of my neighborhood in the early morning light took my breath away and left a gaping hole in the center of my chest. Over half of the houses in my line of vision had been completely demolished, fires burned in every direction, and debris littered the entire area. We began moving slowly down the street, trying to avoid chunks of metal and wandering people. Mr. Howe, from a street over, was sitting on the edge of our sidewalk, still wearing his pajamas and missing a shoe. His face was blackened and smudged in what looked like soot and blood had dripped down his face and splattered all over his white tee shirt from a large wound on his head. He was just staring off into the distance as if he were waiting for something to happen. I didn’t see his wife or daughter anywhere and I suddenly didn’t want to know why that was. There were a dozen or more people, some hurt more badly than others, some not hurt at all, but they all were either screaming and crying or completely emotionless. In the far distance, I heard a rat-tat-tat and the only thing I could think was … why would there be shooting at a plane crash site? A shiver slithered down my spine. 
 
   “Should we be leaving?” I asked my dad. “We could stay and help out everyone … they’re our neighbors, our friends.” I pleaded. My dad’s hands clenched the steering wheel as he drove off the street to avoid a large piece of debris in the middle of the road before turning out of our cul-de-sac. 
 
   “We have to leave. We have to get out of here and get to the base.” I searched his face, wondering why he wanted us to get to a base. Surely we could go after we helped our neighborhood.
 
   “Why, Dad? What’s going on? I need to know. I need to be prepared.” My dad’s face gave nothing away as he pulled our jeep onto a main road that would lead into our local, small town of Midtown, North Carolina. We had barely been residents of Midtown for a month, but we’d come to love the small town and gorgeous forest areas since my dad had retired from service. I tried to relax back into my seat, but my body was tense, my mind racing a hundred miles a minute. When my dad finally spoke, I flinched at the invasion of my inner turmoil. 
 
   “There have been reports … reports that most civilians were not supposed to hear. I wouldn’t have heard, except some of the officers from the base were helping with the wounded at the crash site and recognized me and broke protocol to tell me.” He ran a hand roughly over his face and shook his head. “I didn’t believe it completely … but if you had seen the look on their faces … you wouldn’t have doubted them. I realize that now. And then when the bodies—the bodies that weren’t incinerated in the explosion or the crash—began … twitching.” My dad swallowed loudly and then cleared his throat. My hand spasmed around the door handle and I tightened my grip, preparing myself for whatever he was about to say. 
 
   “At first, even after what the soldiers told me, I thought that they had somehow survived … somehow pulled through. I ran to the person nearest to me who was making horrible gurgling sounds and writhing around on the ground like a wild person and grabbed their blackened arms and began to pull them from the wreckage, only to have a soldier to come up behind me and point-blank shoot the survivor right between the eyes.” I gasped, unable to control the spurt of emotion … but my dad’s story was far from finished.
 
    “I screamed at the soldier and got in his face, telling him he was a disgrace to America, but then all of a sudden, like a demented orchestra, bodies began to thrash around and the moaning … God, the moaning and gurgling. Soldiers began shooting … and I still didn’t understand. It wasn’t until a volunteer who had been helping us with survivors through the early morning hours, ran over and knelt beside one of the writhing bodies right next to me … to help them … and the body—the thing—reached up and sank its teeth into the neck of the volunteer and blood sprayed from his carotid artery, did I finally get it through my skull. We weren’t dealing with survivors, we were dealing with monsters … monsters who live inside of dead bodies.”
 
   My dad drove for a few minutes in silence and I tried to digest everything he had just told me. The government obviously knew something, but the general public had no idea what was going on. The dead were somehow reviving and killing humans. It all sounded so surreal, so completely insane, that if anyone else had told me … there was no way in hell I would have believed them. But my dad … my dad was the strongest and most down to earth person I’d ever met. There was no way he’d be exaggerating or could have mistaken something as serious as this. He may not know everything, but he knew enough to realize the shit was about to hit the fan and we needed to get to the best place possible if we were going to be safe. Unfortunately for us, we didn’t realize the extent to which the problem had spread. 
 
   I pulled my cellphone out of my pocket and tried to send my best friend, back in our hometown, a text. It wouldn’t go through. I bit my lip and tried again. I hadn’t seen Jess since my dad moved us away right after I’d graduated over a month ago. He felt we needed a change of scenery after all that we had been through the past year, and while I didn’t want to leave Jess, I had agreed with him. Jessica had gotten me through so much and I could only hope she would be okay. My mind drifted back.
 
    
 
    
 
   ΅
 
    
 
   “Come on, Mel, you know you want to.” I threw a fry at Jess and smirked when she ducked to dodge the greasy bomb sailing her way. I did want to go, but that was beside the point. She didn’t let up. “You know what they’re playing, don’t you?” she asked in a sing-song voice. The old movie theater in town was playing “Benny & Joon”, one of my all-time favorite movies, for their Thursday Throwback feature show. All that awesomeness for a throwback ticket price of one dollar. “You probably also know Miguel will be there too, right?” My eyes widened and Jessica giggled. I hadn’t known that. All that sexiness and he’d be going to watch a chick flick? Swoon. 
 
   “I’d love to, Jess, but I probably shouldn’t tonight,” I said with a sigh. “I have tons of homework to catch up on and I’m supposed to spend some quality time with my dad making fun of Jerry Springer reruns.” I laughed when Jess choked and ranted because I’d used the terms “quality time” and “Jerry Springer” in the same sentence. But, when it came down to it, Jess didn’t push. She never did. She knew my real reason for not going out, but she understood that I didn’t want to talk about it, and that made her the best friend in the world. My mom’s surgery had failed and her brain tumor was more aggressive than ever and I spent all of my free time with her.
 
   “Well, don’t blame me if Miguel has a hard time keeping his hands to himself … I am pretty fabulous, you know.” She flipped her long, blond hair and winked at me.
 
    
 
    
 
   ΅
 
    
 
   God, I hoped she was going to be safe. 
 
   “Jesus,” my dad muttered as we drove into town. I snapped out of my memories, sat up quickly, and placed a hand on the gun strapped to my leg. The scene we drove into was so unbelievable that I was sure I was either having some sort of out-of-body experience, or that we had somehow driven onto the set of a horror film. Fires burned everywhere, people ran and screamed, some were bashing in store front windows … and mixed in with it all was tumultuous violence and the stench of death. Bodies lay haphazardly on sidewalks and out in the middle of the street, people fought off humans with eerie, vacant eyes, blood clotted around their mouths, and ripped skin hanging from their teeth as they tore into the remains of their latest victim. 
 
   “Dad?” I whispered as I swallowed the bile in my throat. 
 
   “Hold on, Mel. We are going to get out of here.” I gazed straight ahead and tried to block out all the violence and gore surrounding me, tried to see how my dad was going to get us out of the center of town … but the streets were becoming more and more congested and I couldn’t help but feel panic starting to claw at my chest. My dad gunned the gas and we began to weave dangerously through the streets, trying to get free of the madness. If we could just get off of the main drag in town, and make it to the main highway, we’d have a straight shot to the army base. A woman ran out in the road and my dad swerved hard to the left. I screamed and grabbed the door handle, holding on for dear life. We missed the woman, but only by a few inches. My dad swerved again, this time trying to miss one of the lumbering corpses, but the jeep swiped him, causing the corpse to fly back in the street. I glanced back and saw the body get up like nothing had happened … and then attack the woman we had just missed a few seconds earlier. My hand immediately went to my gun, but we were speeding away and I couldn’t do anything. I had never felt so utterly wretched as I did driving out of that city and not doing a damned thing to help anyone. I could only hope help—in the form of police or military—would be on their way to help as soon as possible. 
 
   “How did this happen?” I asked after we were a few miles out of the city. 
 
   “I don’t know, but I am going to find out,” my dad promised vehemently.
 
   The following hours of my memory aren’t much more than extremely realistic screen shots in my mind. I think I prefer it that way … glad that my mind chooses to try and protect me from the horrors of that first day. The day that my old life ended. 
 
   My dad was flipping through radio channels, finding none that were broadcasting anything about what was happening, and cursing under his breath … I remember that. I remember him saying we couldn’t be more than twenty minutes from the base and the next thing I remember was a flash. Not a flash of light, just a flash of red … a red shirt. The next thing I know the whole world was spinning. The whole world was red. 
 
   “Melody? Melody … are you okay?” His voice seemed so far away. My eyes cracked open and I saw my dad’s concerned face close to mine. “Thank God.” His voice echoed around me, like we had somehow ended up in a tunnel. 
 
   Blackness.
 
   An annoying dinging replaced my dad’s voice. My eyes fluttered open again. I reached up to touch my head. It felt abnormally inflated and my hand felt light and detached from the rest of my body. When I brought it back in front of me I saw that it was covered in blood. I was suddenly drowned in sounds … everything came rushing back so quickly that I nearly passed out from the sensory overload. I gazed around myself and realized I was alone in the jeep and my dad’s door was standing wide open. The dinging noise. I must have hit my head on the dashboard, I thought as I stumbled out of the jeep and into the damp grass. But, where was my dad? My hand rested on my gun as I made my way around to the back of the jeep, barely taking note that the front end of our vehicle was wrapped around a small tree. 
 
   I spotted my dad hunched over a body several yards away, I started to walk that way, but before I could make it … a large figure scuffled from behind an over turned Impala and fell on top of my dad. I screamed out, my voice cutting through the morning like a wayward piece of shrapnel finding its mark. My dad moved quickly, but not before the large, dead man sunk his teeth into his shoulder. I grabbed my gun and ran to help him, but in my absolute terror, I didn’t notice the small figure lunging for me. 
 
   The next thing I remembered was landing on the pavement with an umph and my gun hitting the ground about a foot away from me … and way too far away from dad. I looked up into the crazed, colorless eyes of a little girl, about seven or eight years old, with blond pigtails and gnashing teeth. I held onto the girl’s neck and used all my strength to keep her teeth from getting too close to my face. It wasn’t easy … she was a lot stronger than any normal seven year old should have been. I turned my head and reached frantically for my gun. My arm began to tremble with the effort it took to hold the little demon off of me as I strained to reach the handle of my handgun. When my fingers wrapped around the butt of the gun, I caught a glimpse of my dad wrestling with the huge monster on top of him. He bellowed out his anger and pain as the man ripped into the soft flesh of his neck. 
 
   “Dad … no!” I screamed as tears began coursing down my face. I brought my gun up with my free hand and pointed it right in the face of the miniature monster on top of me. Even then, my hand wavered, my trigger finger stiffened. She was a little girl … someone’s baby … still wearing hair bows and a Disney Princess tee. 
 
   “Take the … shot.” I turned my head and found my dad’s eyes narrowed on me, his words coming out in wet gasps. “Take … the … fucking … head… shot, Mel. You … will … live, baby girl.”  A sob escaped my chest as I turned and put the gun up to the little girl’s head and pulled the trigger. I closed my eyes as the little body fell limply on me and blood and brain matter and miniscule chunks of skull pelted my face. 
 
   I don’t remember much else of what happened, none of the details, thankfully. But I do know that my gun was missing three bullets when I was lucid enough to check later. I know I not only killed a little girl that day, but I also put down her dad … and my own father before his body ever had a chance to change. It was the only thing I could for him, the only way I could think to let him die with his dignity. He deserved that at the very least. 
 
   I grabbed my backpack and the rucksack out of the back of the jeep and added a few of my dad’s weapons and ammo to the bag I had packed. I ran into the tree line of the woods on the side of the road that we had been driving on. I walked without stopping, I walked without thinking, and I walked with my eyes on the road, making sure I wouldn’t run into more dead, and trying to avoid running into any living people. I knew without a shadow of doubt that I would have been an easy target for people trying to survive. A teenage girl carrying supplies and weapons. I was a sitting duck in a world gone crazy. My only goal was to survive … and to survive meant getting to the army base. 
 
   I heard the gun fire before I saw the base. Hell, I heard the screams and the groans before I saw the base. And when I was finally close enough to see it from the cover of the woods, I realized with a sinking heart that there would be no survival and no safe haven there. The army base was overrun with dead and dying. I sat my rucksack down on the ground and just stood there listening to the deafening sounds of chaos all around me. What was I supposed to do? What would my Dad have done? A tear tracked down my cheek and I quickly wiped it away and clenched my fist. There would be time for that later … right then I had to make a decision. Acting rashly could get me killed. I breathed deeply through my nose and picked my bag up off the forest floor and turned to move deeper into the woods, away from the base, away from the roads, and away from everything. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was going to do in the long run, but I did know one thing … I was going to live. If I had to, I’d taking the fucking head shot over and over again, but you better bet your sweet ass, I wasn’t going down without fight.
 
   I was going to survive.
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   I could almost pretend everything was normal. If I closed my eyes tight enough and long enough I could even imagine my dad was just gone to catch us some fish for dinner and we were on a normal father-daughter camping trip … just like always. My reality was too harsh. The reality was that my dad was gone and that fucking hurt like someone had stuck a knife up under my breast bone and was twisting it harder and plunging it deeper every second. The pain took my breath away and I was reminded of my loss every time I tried to breathe in … something had broken off inside me and I wasn’t sure it could ever be repaired. 
 
   I sat on my bedroll and looked over all the supplies I’d carried out to the woods in my rucksack. It wasn’t a lot, but I had a feeling it was a ton more than a lot of other people ended up with three days ago. Most importantly, I was checking for the things I was most in danger of running out of, and the things I didn’t have. As far as food went, I was doing pretty well. My dad had stored seven MRE’s, Meals Ready-to-Eat, in the rucksack, and I had added a box of granola bars, a bag of apples, crackers, peanut butter, beef jerky, and a few other odds and ends to the bags before we left. If I was very frugal with my eating, I was pretty positive I could last at the very least three to four weeks on the supplies I had, and that didn’t include any fish I might catch for a meal. 
 
   I bit my lip as I sorted through the rest of my supplies … small first aid kit, small flash light with batteries, waterproof matches, a can of lighter fluid, a small, collapsible fishing pole, and miscellaneous personal hygiene supplies. I had four water bottles on me … two were empty and two were full. I could simply refill the bottles, since I’d already scouted a water source, but it would be easier if I had a jug or two. 
 
   I stood up and began pacing around the place I’d claimed as my own and then glanced up into the blue sky above my head. Nothing. The first forty-eight hours that I’d kept moving further and further into the woods, I’d heard the sound of helicopters flying overhead several times. Once I even began to second guess myself and wonder if I should head back into town … that maybe I had overreacted and things were already getting better. But I had a feeling deep down that the best thing for me to do was to keep moving and to get as far away as possible from any other humans—dead or alive. I squatted down again and ran a hand over my weary eyes.
 
   “Daddy … what should I do?” I whispered. A tear tracked down my cheek, followed by another and then another. Pretty soon the flood gate that I’d kept so diligently locked for the past three days, came crashing open and I sunk to the ground and … unraveled. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ΅
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until the next morning that I had the will to pull myself off of my bedroll and make my way over to the stream to wash off. I changed my top and threw my two tank tops over on the ground. I’d burn those … even if I could get all the blood and other bits that had seeped in a dried for three days straight after that first night … I’d never be able to wear them again. 
 
   I packed away all my things, except for a small pack of essentials—those I put into a smaller, lighter weight backpack that I’d take with me into town. I found a spot under thick foliage and hid all my things and then took the time to brush the ground with branches … to make my little camping spot less conspicuous. When I was finished, I checked my pack one last time and made sure I had my weapons on me … this time along with my handgun strapped to my leg, and my dad’s M4 across my back, I added a twelve inch recon knife. The blade was wicked sharp and deadly and just the thing to have if you found yourself in a tight spot, but didn’t want to make too much noise. I sat down and pulled out some beef jerky and a power bar. It was going to be a long hike, but I had to make it. I wanted to see what had happened in the past several days, but I also had to make sure I had made the right choice. Not only that … but I needed to do one other thing, something personal. I finished off my breakfast and filled my water bottles. This was going to suck on so many levels. I grabbed my backpack and began making my way back to the place of nightmares and monsters.
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   The edge of the woods came faster than I thought possible. I’m sure it had taken the same amount of time to leave my camp site that it did for me to get to it … but as I was heading toward chaos and death, I sincerely wished it would have taken a lot longer. The two day hike had passed in a blur. I exited the woods several miles south of where I’d entered them near the army base. I’d made sure to give the place that my dad had died a wide berth and found myself probably a mile south of the spot where is body still lay … close to the jeep where it was wrapped around the tree we had hit. I stayed close to the edge of the woods as I walked along the road, just in case I had to duck and cover or make a run for it. Plus, the trees made me feel safer … like I didn’t stand out like a sore thumb. I walked for several hours before I knew I would be coming up on Midtown. 
 
   It took me several pep talks before I was actually able to run across the highway and duck behind an Ace Hardware store just skirting the edge of town.  It was early morning and the sun was just really beginning to rise and shine its rays on everything … living and dead … in town. 
 
   The scent of the dead slapped me in the face like an over saturated blanket of smog. I gasped and choked as I tried to breathe in through my mouth instead of my nose … but breathing through my mouth only made it worse. Have you ever tasted the scent of rot and decay on the back of your tongue? It’s no palate pleaser, that’s for sure. And let’s not mention the amount of gnats a person can consume in a single inhale. Bleck! 
 
   With my heart pounding frantically in my chest I made my way slowly around the building until I was sure I could make a run for the shadow of another building. I kept that up for the next thirty minutes … ducking, hiding, and darting to the back of buildings, from shadow to shadow, until I was closer to the main part of town. When I finally reached the center of town, I knew things were even worse than I imagined and that I had been right to take sanctuary in the woods. 
 
   I’d just pressed myself against the wall of a Starbucks, the only one in town, when a wave of zombies decided to come lurching into view. I’d see the dead before, the ones that we drove by from the safety of our jeep, the one that killed my dad, and the little girl who had attacked me that first day … but nothing had prepared me for the sight of so many corpses walking down the street in the middle of broad daylight. I squeezed myself as tightly as I could against the brick wall behind me, trying to make myself as small as possible. I held my breath and cursed my heart for pounding so loudly in my chest, sure it would draw their attention to me. 
 
   I watched as a dozen or more of them shuffled past the front of the store moaning and making gurgling noises that had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. Even more disturbing was the normalcy of their appearance. Zombie movies featured the undead wearing clothing that was shredded and either gray, tan, or some varying shade of dirt. The undead were dirty … their clothing was torn in some places … but underneath the blood stains and the gore was the clothing of your everyday, average American—bright and cheery clothing made macabre by the things that wore them and the current state of the world. The colors were now harsh and surreal, giving them a creepy IT circus-y freak show feel.  A woman who struggled to move along with the others was wearing a bright purple tank top and a jean skirt, a man wearing khakis and a light blue button up shirt walked close to her … and the children—dear God, the children—they were the worst. Some wore pajamas with happy cartoon characters depicted on them, but Elmo didn’t look quite as endearing when he was covered in leftover bits of human flesh from the zombie kid’s most recent meal. I shuddered and shrunk even further into my hiding spot. 
 
   After the last zombie had gone by and several minutes had passed, I stepped closer to the front of the building to see what had become of the main street leading into and out of town. The word apocalypse came to mind immediately, but even that word seemed too tame of a description for what I saw. Smoke rose from a pile of bodies close by, cars and debris lined the streets, decomposing bodies, stripped of almost everything but the bones, lay scattered about. Splashes of dark reddish-brown muck and blood splattered the street, the sidewalk, cars, storefronts, and to top it all off—walking corpses were everywhere. There was no way any living could be left in the town … it had been infested with the undead. 
 
   And so I found myself in a conundrum … I was in the middle of town with zombies crawling all over the place. I didn’t know which way to turn. I knew at least a dozen zombies had gone back the way I had just come from and I knew if I got cornered by that many of them, I’d be a goner. I just didn’t know what move to make next. I glanced around the streets at the cars that littered the roads. Most of them probably had a full tank of gas and keys left inside. It made sense … people were caught off guard … they had no idea what to expect. They weren’t even warned. The only problem was the zombies. It would be impossible for me to get to a car without being seen. Not only that, but I might choose a car that just happened to not have keys in the ignition and I had no idea how to hotwire a car. I’d be trapped in a car with zombies gnashing their teeth to get to me. I crouched down and tried to formulate a plan.
 
   I happened to glance up and catch a reflection of myself in the glass of a window across the street. I could barely make out my own shape. But, I also to happen to notice the reflection of the Starbucks I was hiding next to, and it had its entire front window busted out. It was then that an insane, makeshift plan began tickling the back of my mind. With my mind made up, I got up and edged around the building just enough to see if I even had a chance. I glanced up and down the road and counted over fifty lumbering dead before I gave up counting and rounded it up to seventy-five to be safe. I quickly calculated everything I had on me and knew I’d be pushing my luck to carry out my idea and I knew that if I survived, I’d have to catch quite a few lucky breaks. And yet I still decided it was my best option. 
 
   As soon as I was pretty sure most of the zombies were unaware of my presence, I swallowed the huge lump of fear threatening to choke me and ran around the building—out into the open—and jumped into the busted out window of the local Starbucks. I immediately flattened myself against the inner wall and held my breath. My heart was pounding so hard, I could feel the vein in my temple throbbing wildly, and I was concerned it was about to burst from the pressure. When I’d entered the store, my boots crunched the broken glass and I could swear the sound echoed into the furthest reaches of outer space. A minute passed and then several, before I exhaled a relieved breath. Looked like I’d live to see my plan through. Oh joy. 
 
   I glanced around the interior of the store and felt a tinge of remorse for what I was about to do. I remembered when my dad and I had just moved into this town a few weeks back. The Starbucks was brand spanking new and it was a source of pride for the locals … they had just opened their first Starbucks in one of the renovated storefront spaces ... a true testament to the fact that the town was growing. The building was as ancient as the town and I had loved the old world feel of it as soon as we stepped inside. My dad had done some work on his laptop that day as he drank a latte with a double shot of espresso and I had plugged in my ipod and sat near him, people watching through the large glass window up front as I sipped my iced caramel coffee. It had been a good day. 
 
   Fortunately for me, I also had paid attention to the little tour they had given us as well and knew that this particular store had a second story that was used as an attic for storage and that the attic had a place with a ladder you could climb and exit out to the roof. I was banking on the fact that if the Starbucks had that feature, maybe several of the other old storefronts would as well. 
 
   I moved slowly along the edge of the store until I reached the front counter. I slid my backpack off and sat it on the counter as quietly as possible. I pulled out the bottle of lighter fluid I’d brought with me and grimaced when I realized how badly this whole thing could go, but there was no backing out now. I opened the lighter fluid and started soaking the walls and tables and floors as thoroughly as I could. I crept up to the front of the store and made sure I sprayed a line of the fluid out onto the side walk in front of the store as well. I took a wad of paper towels from a dispenser on the floor and twisted them tightly into a nice, thick rope before I used the remaining lighter fluid to soak the rope. I took the rope back with me to the front counter and sat it down. 
 
   I was pulling out my boxes of ammo when I realized how badly I had to go to the bathroom. Even during a zombie outbreak … when you had to go, you had to go. I shoved all my stuff back into my bag and carefully made my way back into the two stall women’s bathroom in the store. The bathroom looked eerily normal. It was still spotless and there was absolutely none of the carnage that waited just outside the doors. It was a little potty room utopia. I hurried up and did my business, afraid to dawdle too long and make some dire mistake. I grabbed two unwrapped rolls of toilet paper and stuffed them into my bag. I was pretty sure I’d be needing them once I made back to my new home in the woods. 
 
   I’d relaxed after making it into town safely, let down my guard once I’d infiltrated the freaking Starbucks successfully and I almost paid for it with my life. I’d just come out of the bathroom, feeling sorry that I couldn’t just live in the immaculate bathroom forever, when I headed around the counter to go into the back room. The zombie had probably been there the whole time and I’d never noticed him. A soon as I pushed through the swinging door to go into the back room … the zombie lunged for me. I didn’t have time to scream, I didn’t have time to dodge the attack, but somehow I managed to lift the backpack I was carrying in my arms just enough to when the zombie tried to sink his teeth into my chest, he got a mouthful of my canvas backpack instead as he knocked us both to the ground. 
 
   The back of my head ricocheted off of the swinging door as the zombie knocked me back and landed on top of me. His weight slammed the breath out of my lungs and when I tried to suck in a much-needed inhalation of air, I got the undiluted version of zombie B. O. I swung out wildly, trying to knock the zombie off of me, to get free of the dead body that pinned me down. The zombie wasn’t going to give up easily though, he was like a mindless animal, aware his next meal had just walked right into his lair. I grabbed my backpack with my right arm and shoved with all my might as I kicked up with my feet at the same time to try and dislodge the putrid scented zombie from my body. The backpack hit the zombie directly in the face and I heard a bone crack in his nose ... the zombie, momentarily stunned, loosed his grip on me and I took advantage by kicking out once again and heaving my body upward as hard as possible. 
 
   The zombie rolled off of me and I crawled over frantically toward the recon knife that I’d dropped during the chaos and closed my fist around it and turned, still on my knees, just as the zombie lunged off the ground toward me again.  When he did, out of reflex, I thrust my knife out and caught the animated corpse right in the larynx. Unfortunately, that didn’t kill or stop him. I pulled my knife out with my right hand and swung my backpack with my left, knocking the zombie over again. As soon as the zombie rolled over he immediately came at me wildly, his movement more frantic and hurried. This time when I thrust my knife, it went right into his left eye and poked out of the back of his skull. The zombie stilled as blood and other rank fluids oozed out of his mouth, neck, and eye. As soon as I yanked my knife free the second time and the zombie fell with a splat into its own juices, I vomited and dry heaved until my stomach was completely empty. 
 
   I wiped my mouth off and got up on shaky legs. I rested my forehead on a large wall of boxes for just a moment while I got my breathing back under control. When I stepped back again, I blinked in surprise. What were the odds? There were boxes and boxes of Starbucks VIA Ready Brew stacked on top of each other … and right in front of my face was the caramel flavored ones. Those were my favorites. I snatched a box off of the shelf and used my clean, smaller knife to tear open the box. I snatched a fifty count bag out and shoved it into my pack. I even snagged a bag of the Strawberry lemonade refreshers. I figured I deserved it … especially since the zombie that had nearly just taken me out was still wearing a Starbucks employee apron. I’m pretty sure I could have sued under normal circumstances. A small, hysterical laugh burst through my lips. No time to crack up now … I needed to get a move on. I didn’t want to get stuck in town when the sun went down. I shivered and closed up my bag as I headed to the back of the store … this time I kept an eye out for anymore zombiefied baristas as I went.
 
   There was an old set of stairs in the very back of the store with a sign that read “employees only”. I pulled it open and went up onto the second floor. The room was large and housed a ton of boxes. I quickly made my way over to what looked like a trap door leading up to the roof. I pulled on a cord hanging from the ceiling and a set of stairs folded down. When I made it out onto the roof I knelt down and then slowly made my way over to the front of the roof that over looked the center of town. From my vantage point on the roof, I could see that my earlier zombie estimation had been a little off. If I had to guess, I’d have said there were definitely closer to a hundred zombies that I could see … no telling how many were inside of buildings or outside of my view. 
 
   I sat my bag down and pulled out the boxes of ammo I had in my pack. I had around a hundred rounds for my M4 rifle and a lot less for my hand gun. I took out my handgun and added three more bullets to the chamber … I’d forgotten all about reloading it after I’d used it that first day. That could have gotten me killed. I sat the handgun down and loaded the M4. When I was ready, I laid down on the roof on my stomach and propped the rifle up and peered through the scope. I lined my shot up with the head of a zombie directly in the center of town. I sucked in a breath and pulled the trigger. The shot hit him in the shoulder and he barely flinched from the impact. But it did begin stirring trouble down below. The zombies all took notice and they all seemed to begin to twitch and lurch just a little bit more. 
 
   “Damn,” I muttered under my breath. I lined the shot up again and sucked in a breath, but just before I pulled the trigger I heard the soft, gentle voice my dad used to use when we went target practicing together. 
 
   “Don’t suck in your breath, Mel. Just relax and breathe in slowly. Then, as you exhale, release the bullet with your trigger finger. Let be a part of you, an extension of you and your actions and you won’t miss.” I could almost feel his hand on my shoulder as I remembered his words. When I pulled the trigger the second time, my bullet struck true and the zombie dropped. So did the next twenty zombies. 
 
   I’d already blasted through four twenty-round magazines before I realized how many more zombies had shown up on the streets in front of me when they’d heard all the commotion. I sat up and picked up my last magazine and loaded the M4 as I took glanced around at my handy work. The streets were literally covered in bodies—finally, truly dead. Some had fallen on top of each other, creating piles of the undead. But, for every ten I had taken out, two more had walked out into the open. Which meant I had over forty zombies—that I could see—and only twenty bullets left. I needed to make each one count and I still didn’t like the odds. When the final body dropped to the ground, I counted exactly twenty-three zombies left. Time for part two of my genius plan. I grimaced as I crawled back over to the roof opening that led back into the store. I left my bag up on the roof as I made my way back down to the interior of the store.  
 
   I headed straight for the front store window, trying not to think too much about what I was about to do. I stepped halfway out of the storefront window and check out the street. The closest zombie was several stores down and the furthest was quite a bit farther. I wasn’t sure how fast a zombie could move or run, so my next move really was foolish at best. I pulled out the small, hunting knife out of my pocket and slid it quickly across my left palm. I hissed as the stinging as the cut brought tears to my eyes. I jumped out of the store window and stood directly in the middle of the street as I squeezed my hand into a tight fist, causing my blood to drip onto the asphalt. 
 
   “Hey you bunch of ugly, fuckers!” I yelled. The world’s best movie director couldn’t have choreographed the scene any better. The zombies all turned as one, their heads all swiveled in my direction like they had been attached by an invisible force. The hairs on my arms stood on end. “Yeah, you! Come get some, bitches!” I shouted as I began to back up. The zombies had already begun to shamble-run towards me … the promise of fresh meat and blood was too strong an enticement to keep them standing still. I swear to god I wanted to run … wanted to immediately, but I stood my ground as long as possible. I’ll forever have nightmares of standing in the middle of that ruined street and watching as over twenty monsters with crazed eyes and gnashing teeth came toward me. When the closest zombie was within a dozen feet of me, I turned and ran back into Starbucks. At this point, I knew I had to get back to the roof as soon as possible, or I was dead. 
 
   As soon as I cleared the window seal … I slipped. I vividly recall thinking “awe, hell!” as I scrambled off of my knees and pulled a piece of glass out of my palm. As soon as I made it around the counter I heard the first zombies fall into the front of the store. To close, too close, too close. I kept moving as quickly as possible, even when I heard the sound of glass crunching beneath the feet of a bunch of zombies, I kept moving to the back of the store. I wiped my palms all over the door that led to the second floor and then slammed it shut. As soon as I was halfway across the second floor, I heard the thumps and moans of the zombies just outside of the door. I sprinted for the stairs and made sure to pull them up after me as soon as I cleared the roof. I had no idea if zombie could open door or climb stairs or not, and I didn’t really want to find out.  
 
   With a shaking hand, I pulled out my box of waterproof matches and walked over to the edge of the roof. There were zombies clamoring to get into the store directly below me. Jesus, I thought, I sure would hate to fall into that. I struck a match and stood close to the edge of the wall and let it drop. Nothing. I wiped my damp palms on my pants and struck another one … it too fizzled out before it hit the ground. I had been pretty sure that would have worked … so when I had to pick up the napkin rope I had made and drenched in lighter fluid, I was feeling a little frantic. This had to work … it was my last resort. I took out a match and licked my dry lips. As soon as I lit the rope it burst into flames and I screeched, barely holding onto the edge of it. I held it over the edge of the roof for a second longer and then let it go with a prayer. The flaming napkin rope hit the sidewalk right next to a zombie … and at first nothing happened. I was just about to give up and go on with the third part of my plan when the flames from the napkin caught the line of lighter fluid I’d sprayed out onto the sidewalk. 
 
   A line of fire flew into the store. I waited several breathless moments to see if my plan had been a success before smoke and flames began shooting from the front of the store. I squealed out loud like a lunatic before I clamped a hand over my own mouth. I ran over to where I had sat my backpack and grabbed it and jerked it on. My adrenaline was kicking and I was charged and ready to get the next part of my plan over with. My mouth felt dry when I thought about what I was about to do. I walked over to the edge of building and once again peered over to the roof of the building next to the one I was standing on. It was totally doable, but that didn’t make my fear any less real. Two stories was a long way to fall when you had nothing but pavement, fire, and zombies to break your fall. I backed up several feet and tried to ignore the sounds of popping glass and zombies moaning in the distance. I had already put my knife away … if running with scissors was bad for your health, I’m pretty sure jumping from one rooftop to another with a twelve inch blade in your hand would’ve been downright lethal. 
 
   “I can do this. I can do this. I have to do this,” I chanted to myself. I ran full out, my legs pumping as hard as my heart and then I screamed like a girl as I catapulted myself off of the roof. I made it with plenty of room to spare and a hysterical giggle. I got up and brushed myself off and then, while I still had the nerve, jumped over to the next building, and then one more, before I stopped. The roof of the next building was too far away. I ran over to the front edge of the roof and looked back towards the Starbucks. Flames and smoke was still pouring out of the building … and to my horror, so were zombies. Zombies are terrifying. Zombies lit up like the human torch? They were petrifying. I stood there in a shocked stupor before I physically shook myself and ran to the trap door on the roof. 
 
   I pushed on the trap door, but it didn’t budge, I slammed my fists on it, but it didn’t open … I could feel that the wood was old, though, that it might give if I could just put enough pressure on it. I stepped back and brought my boot down as hard as I could on the outer edge of the boards. The vibrations of my stomp jarred my leg and my hips, and clattered my teeth together. I slammed my foot down again and again until my entire leg was numb from the strain. The boards creaked and groaned, but didn’t break. As a last ditch effort, I stood completely on the door with both feet and then with all my body weight poised above the entry, I jumped up and came back down with all my might. The ply wood broke and I fell through the opening with a resounding CRASH!  
 
   Lucky for me, my backpack broke my fall, though I thought I had died from the jarring impact alone that knocked the air completely from my lungs. Unfortunately for me, I brought a piece of the wood with me when I feel. As soon as I was able to move, I sat up and reached for the six inch long piece of wood sticking out of my right thigh. I shimmied out of my backpack and sat in on the ground next to me and pulled out the small first aid kit. I opened up some gauze and medical tape and then unscrewed the small bottle that had been labeled “rubbing alcohol”. With the gauze in my mouth and the alcohol in my left hand, I took a deep breath and jerked out the wood and poured the liquid on the wound as soon as it was out. I almost blacked out from the pain. When I could see past my agony, I pressed the gauze to the wound and then tightly secured the gauze in place by wrapping medical tape all the way around my leg. 
 
   I shoved everything back in my bag and stood up carefully. The leg was sore, but not bad enough to hinder my movements too much. I had lost precious time breaking into the building and getting hurt. I clutched my recon blade in my left hand and my handgun in my right.
 
   “Time to move,” I said through clenched teeth. I made my way down the rickety stairs and slowly pushed the door open. I wasn’t even sure which store I was in. I didn’t know the town all that well. I walked out and immediately knew where I was … Midtown Antiques and Collectibles. The back part of the store was a disaster and the front part of the store was even worse. The good thing? I didn’t run into any zombie antique dealers. 
 
   The vehicle that I had my eye on from the roof of Starbucks sat parked in front of the shop across the road from the shop where I now stood in. The odd thing about the antique shop was that none of the windows had been busted out ... so I felt a tiny bit safer than I had at Starbucks. I was going to have to make a run for the SUV and hope that I was right about the keys being left in the ignition. I tightened my grip on my gun and knife and jerked the door open … and froze. I hadn’t noticed as I stood in the store, but above the door there was a large bell attached, so that when people entered, the store owner would hear them from the back room. I had just rung the fucking dinner bell. And sure enough, from the right side of the building came two zombies and from the left came one zombie lit up like a flame thrower. I ran. 
 
   I made it across the street quickly and as I glanced into the window I saw the keys dangling in the ignition. I smiled and grabbed the door handle only to find it locked. Just about that time, the first zombie caught up with me. 
 
   “Oh shit,” I screeched as I aimed for the head and pulled the trigger. The zombie fell backward immediately and I quickly pointed my gun at the backseat window and shot. As soon as I did, another zombie lunged for me, with his mouth already opened wide. I stumbled back slightly as I pulled the trigger, catching the zombie point-blank in the face. As soon as she went down, I scrambled to shove my arm as far as possible into the window to try and get the locks open, not caring that my arm was getting all scraped and cut up in the process. I was reaching as far as I could, my heart likely to explode out of my chest at any second because I saw zombie-torch-dude coming up on me in my peripheral vision. My finger skimmed the button and I heard all the locks pop open. I swung open the door and skidded inside just as the zombie-on-fire crashed into the door and pounded his fists against my window. Each thump against the window pounded through my skull as I reached to start the SUV, each fist that smashed against the glass, left behind chunks of melted and charred skin and bloody smears. 
 
   The engine turned over immediately and I could have cried from pure relief. I slammed the vehicle into drive and pressed the gas like my life depended on it … and it did. Not even the blast of Justin Bieber’s Baby coming through the speaker system could wipe the smile off of my face. No, I turned the volume up full blast, held on tightly to the steering wheel as I navigated around as many obstacles as possible and ran over bodies if I had to, laughing the whole time as tears streamed down my face. I glanced in the rearview mirror when I was almost all the way out of the roughest part of town and saw at least two dozen bodies lurching out of alleyways and out into the open. Several of them were on fire. I might not have cleaned out all the zombies in town, but I sure as hell put a dent in their numbers before I left. 
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   I took the time to pull over and load more bullets into my gun before I drove into my old neighborhood. Well, neighborhood didn’t really fit any longer … warzone seemed much more appropriate. Everything as far as I could see was completely destroyed from the huge airplane that fell from the sky and landed in my residential neighborhood. The burnt trees and houses looked like a group of tornadoes made of lava had touched down and leveled everything thing in their path. Anxiety pitted the center of my stomach as I pulled in front of my house. I cut off the engine and stepped out of my commandeered vehicle and shoved the keys into my pocket. A zombie lumbered around the side of my neighbor’s house as soon as I shut the door. With a jolt, I recognized Mr. Howe … he still wore his pajamas and only one shoe, just like I’d last seen him. 
 
   I swallowed back tears and stuffed my gun into the holster on my leg. He began moving quickly, until he was right on top of me. I lashed out and drove my blade right into his forehead. I whimpered as he jerked and then stilled, his body dropping to the ground. 
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Howe,” I whispered. I glanced around hastily and then ran to the front door of my house. The door had been kicked in. I swallowed back my anger and entered the front room with my gun drawn. I made my way from room to room and quickly realized they had only been after food and supplies. 
 
   Even knowing the house was clear, I knew I couldn’t dawdle too long. I needed to get what I came for and then leave. I headed back to my dad’s room and sat down tiredly on his bed. I picked up his pillow and held it to my nose and inhaled the scent that clung to his pillowcase. I closed my eyes and hugged the pillow to me like a lifeline. After I sat there for much too long, I stood up and began gathering the things I’d come for. I went into the kitchen and grabbed a large, black garbage bag and began in my father’s room. I added my dad’s pillow and a sturdy sheet and blanket to the bag first, followed by the last five MRE’s that were left in a box under his bed. I took out all the ammunition that was left in a storage bin under the bed and added it to the bag as well. I was relieved to find more ammo for the rifle. 
 
   Next, I went into my room and glanced around. This was going to be the last time I would be back here for a long time—maybe ever. I grabbed my ipod out of my desk drawer and shoved it into the bag. I knew it was fully charged … so I still had a little playtime left on it. I swung open my closet and thanked the heavens above I had never been a girly-girl. I’d insisted, even when my dad protested, that my clothes and shoes be practical and even border on boyish. Since I was about to turn eighteen, he’d given up on trying to get me to wear any pink. I think he had finally realized what a waste of time it was. I grabbed a week’s worth of undergarments, socks, and one set of flannel pajamas to the bag. Next I added every single tank top I owned and then half a dozen tee shirts, two pairs of jeans, two pairs of dark cargo pants, and three long-sleeved thermal shirts and leggings. The small, compact bundle would’ve made my dad proud.
 
   I grabbed my dad’s dog tags and my mom’s locket off of my dresser and hung them around my neck, glad to have my most prized possessions with me again. I glanced around my room once again as I was walking out. I snagged a picture of my dad and me off of my desk and one of my mom and threw them in as well. Nothing else meant anything to me, and anything else would have been a burden to carry.
 
   When I went into the bathroom I just raked everything I thought might be useful into the bag … Tylenol, cold medicine, rubbing alcohol, more first aid supplies, toothpaste, lotion lip glosses, two towels and wash cloths. In the kitchen I grabbed ziplock bags and two empty water jugs. By the time I was done, my bag was bulging. But I had two more items I needed. I headed to the garage and found what I was looking for. 
 
   When I left the house I had to move as quickly as possible, even with everything I was carrying with me. Three zombies were heading for me as soon as I came around the corner and reached the SUV. I threw my huge sack into the back and then quickly jumped into the driver’s seat before the zombies made it to me. 
 
   I started the car, threw the Justin Bieber CD out of the window, shoved my own Flyleaf CD into the player, rolled down my window and waited for the zombies to get in range and then—just as the words “fully alive” blasted through my speakers—I put the three zombies down before I drove out of my old neighborhood, determined to make it back to the cover of the woods before it got dark. 
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   When I pulled the SUV off the road, I was dreading getting out of it. My heart began pounding and I was sweating before I stepped out of the vehicle. I walked to the back and took the shovel out and made my way over to an all-too-familiar wreck site. I pushed everything that I did after that to the back of my mind. I had to, or I would have never been able to go through with it. When I was done, I sunk to the ground and wept until I couldn’t weep anymore. I now had my dad’s wallet and wedding band in my pocket, and once he was buried just inside the tree line where we had crashed, I felt a sense of relief and calm wash over me. He would have been proud of me. 
 
   I wiped my eyes and got back into the SUV. I found a spot about a half mile down the road where I could drive the SUV into the woods. I went as far back as I dared and parked it in an area that was surrounded by thick foliage. I pocketed the keys and then grabbed the huge bag out of the back of the vehicle and also grabbed the tent I’d picked up out of the garage. I was a nice one, not too big, but most importantly, it would keep my safer from the elements. I exited the woods and stepped onto the road and peered over to the place where I had parked. I couldn’t see the SUV and I sighed in relief. The vehicle could come in handy later on, so long as no one siphoned all the gas out of the tank. 
 
   I took a deep breath and slowly made my way across the street and stepped into the forest. I immediately relaxed, back in my element, and happy to be alive. I set out at a slow and steady pace, feeling the day’s events weighing heavily on me and the bag I carried slowed me down even more. I pulled out my ipod and allowed myself the luxury of one song as I made my way deeper and deeper into the forest. I played Pink’s Beam Me Up and tuned everything else out. 
 
   With each step I took, the carnage and decay of the new world slipped further away from me. As I put one foot in front of the other… and each beautifully sung word cleansed a tiny piece of my soul … the uncertainty of my tomorrow didn’t feel quite so unbearable.
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   The dead never sleep. They don’t have to … they never get tired. They just keep going and going, like some sicko’s version of an energizer bunny. They do, however, have times when they just shut down and stop and stand idle for whatever reason. Don’t get me wrong … you make too much noise or run in front of them, they’ll snap out of their idleness, whether they’ve been like that for hours or months, in a flash and try to make you their next meal. Me? I don’t plan on being anyone’s meal any time soon, so I kept my eyes alert and my foot steps as quiet as possible as I entered the military base. 
 
   It had been a little over two years since I had last seen the base and even with what I’d witnessed going on that day, I still hadn’t expected the level of carnage and destruction I now found. In the cities, yes. But at a government army base? I just figured they would have been better prepared to deal with everything that went down. I guess no one could’ve been prepared for people—civilians and soldiers alike—dying and then coming back as mindless monsters, hungry for human flesh and blood. 
 
   I don’t know what drove me out of the woods this time. I had been living in the forest by myself for the past two years and had only come out a handful of times … to scavenge for supplies and to try and assess what kind of shape the world around me was in. This time I really didn’t need supplies and it was pretty damn obvious the world had gone to hell in a hand basket, but here I was making my way into a very dangerous situation. Of course anywhere I went could now be considered a high risk since everywhere I turned I could run into one of the zombies lumbering around aimlessly. I think more than anything else … I was just ready. Really ready to find out what was going on elsewhere in the world. Was the government completely shut down? Were there safe zones? What happened two years ago to cause this fucked up mess? I had asked myself these questions over and over again the past months and had even gone so far as to pack up all my gear to make my way back to civilization a few times, but each time I stopped myself, came up with an excuse to hold out, to live the best way I could alone in the woods … to survive. It wasn’t until a few days ago that I realized my dad wanted me to survive, but survival meant so much more than just being alive. Survival meant adapting and moving forward. I’d survived, but I wasn’t living or adapting. I’d become stagnant. 
 
   So, here I was out of my element, trying to find some answers. I was feeling way too exposed out in the open. I’d gotten used to being cloaked and hidden in the woods. Now I felt naked and vulnerable, with nothing around me as camouflage. I was no longer used to my old surroundings—civilization. The sounds of the dead shuffling around and moaning in the receding shadows caused a fine mist of sweat to break out on my upper lip as I pressed my back up against the check point building leading into the army base. Decaying bodies that had been left out in the elements since that first day were everywhere. Some hung out of vehicles, some littered the street and walkways, and others were mostly hidden in grass and weeds as they had been strangled and overtaken by nature run-amok. Between the decaying bodies that had been taken out with a bullet to the brain or a knife thrust through the cerebral cortex and the bloated, rotting flesh of the corpses that still lumbered around in search of their next meal, the air was oppressive and stank of things worse than death. 
 
   I tightened the cloth that covered my nose and mouth, repositioned my dad’s M4 rifle on my back, and gripped my twelve inch recon blade tightly in my right hand just before I slipped from shadow to shadow, avoiding as many of the zombies as I could. My feet were light and sure as I made my way onto the base. Months and months in the woods had made me more careful, more alert to my surroundings and any sounds that I might make. I was making pretty good time as I moved stealthily along the perimeter of the property and kept the building I was headed for in my peripheral vision. I had ducked and dodged my way past at least a dozen staggering zombies and was feeling pretty great about myself when I dipped behind a jeep to avoid a cluster of zombies standing in front of the building I needed to get into. 
 
   I lunged quickly to keep from being seen and brought my booted foot directly down into the chest cavity of a legless corpse. Unfortunately, the corpse was of the squishy, animated variety and the forward momentum of my boot, combined with all my body weight caused the chest of the zombie to give beneath me like an engorged, over-ripe melon. Blood, putrid fluids and skin burst from the zombie and exploded all over my leg—I barely reigned in a scream and kept my stomach contents down. Even with my foot crushing its rib cage and squishing its guts all over the place, the zombie lurched forward, its mouth snapping open with a gurgle working its way past his throat—the promise of fresh meat had landed in its lap. Literally. I whipped my arm out, my hand still clutching the recon blade, and drove the sharpened point directly through his eye socket. The zombie’s jaw wrenched open one last time and fetid-smelling fluids seeped out of its mouth and eye. I stood in a crouch and placed my goo covered boot on the head of the zombie to extract my blade. 
 
   “Shit,” I whispered under my breath. The zombies in front of the building were all just kind of standing there, some of them standing pretty still, some of them wavering back and forth as if they would topple over at any moment. I could have used my rifle to take them out and clear my way, but I didn’t want to make too much noise and draw more zombies to the area and make my escape when I was ready to leave harder than it needed to be. I counted about five zombies and figured there had to be two or three more I couldn’t see from my vantage point. The toxic fumes of the corpse I was almost kneeling in was beginning to burn my nostrils and make my eyes water. I was beyond ready to move. My dad’s words echoed in the back of my mind and I took a moment to try and remember his voice. Acting rashly is what gets people killed. He was right. I took another moment to consider the situation. 
 
   I duck walked to the back of the jeep to see if I could find what I was looking for. I lucked out and found several large rocks within arm’s reach. I gathered them up and went back to where I could see my targets the best. When I was sure I could pull off my plan, I reared back my arm and launched a rock at a zombie a little ways off from the rest of the group that was standing in between me and the building. The rock missed by several feet, but the zombie jerked at the sound of the rock landing near him. I had his attention. I picked up another large rock and launched it at the zombies nearest to the first one I’d aimed at. The both gnashed their teeth and moved toward the sound of the rock hitting the pavement. The three zombies looked so utterly confused that I almost laughed. For my idea to work, I’d have to launch another rock further than all the rest and hit a cracked window I’d spotted on another building across the way. I swung my arm with all my might and heaved a large rock through the air. The rock bounded off the building a foot away from the window. The zombies barely even noticed. I grabbed another stone, this one a bit smaller, and took careful aim before I chucked the rock with all my strength. The rock glided through the air and hit the window dead-center. The shattering glass seemed to echo all across the base, raising the hairs on my arms and drawing the attention of every zombie in the area, including my little trio of friends.
 
    Several of the zombies started in the direction of the noise and a few others followed behind the zombies that were on the move, sensing their interest. I took my window of opportunity and sprinted from my hiding place while the zombies were turned in the other direction. About halfway to my goal, two zombies stopped mid-stride and turned back as soon as they saw my movement. I raised my knife as I ran and met the first zombie head on. The zombie was so bloated that his skin seemed almost translucent. It was kind of rubberized, with deep blue veins bulging in contrast to his white, pasty skin. My knife caught the uniform-wearing zombie just above the collarbone and slide into his neck without much effort, but got stuck at the spine. My speed when I hit the zombie, drove us both to the ground, with me on top. I pushed down with both hands on the hilt of my knife until I heard the crack of the spine and the head lobbed off to the side, with only skin keeping it attached to the body.  
 
   My hands were still shaking when I jumped off of the corpse beneath me and began running for the building again. The second zombie was further away and was moving in a slow, lurching motion towards me. I was only fifty feet away from the doors when it caught up with me. As soon as the zombie reached me, I realized why it moved so much slower than some of the others. The zombie’s leg had been almost completely eaten away and all that was left was shredded fabric from its pants leg and splintered bones poking through a thin, flapping layer of decomposing skin.  The zombie had no chance. My knife slid through his forehead and poked through the back of its skull without any resistance. 
 
   I reached for the door and had a moment’s pause when I realized I had no idea what lay on the other side. As far as I knew, it could have been completely filled with zombies. From the corner of my eye I saw several shambling corpses hobble around the corner of the building … and just like that—my mind had been made up for me. I pushed into the building holding my breath and hoping against hope that I hadn’t made a fatal error.
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    [image: bob.png] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dust motes flew all around me as I knelt inside with my back to the door and quickly surveyed the room I’d entered. I let out a relieved breath when I wasn’t immediately attacked by an entrapped zombie horde. I reached back and untied the cloth I’d secured around my face and took an unsteady breath in. The air was stale and thick with dust, but was surprisingly devoid of rot and decay. I stuffed the cloth into a pocket and moved slowly away from the door. The room looked like people left in a hurry. Papers were scattered about, office chairs were knocked over and tables, cabinets and other various items lay broken and strewn about. I quickly made my way around the large room, checking out the several smaller offices off of the main room for zombie loners. The whole room seemed to be completely zombie free and abandoned. Something sparked in the back of my mind and I couldn’t help wonder how, with all the bodies and chaos surrounding the base, the room was completely free of any dead bodies. Maybe at first they’d secured this building and maybe everyone who turned or died had already left the building when it had happened. It didn’t fit right. Something felt off. I spied a larger office in the back of the room and headed for it. 
 
   The office was clear of dead bodies and I was somewhat disappointed. I shook my head. It seemed the “norm” was now death and corpses and anything other than that made me squirm with uneasiness and suspicion. I made my way around the huge desk, sat down in the dust caked, black leather chair and sat my knife on top of it. The chair, which had sat unused for so long, squeaked beneath my weight and I froze, the sound seeming overly harsh to my ears in the small space. I sat rigidly at first, my body not used to sitting anywhere other than the forest floor, but I soon relaxed back into the seat. Such small things meant so much now. After indulging myself for a moment or two, I sat up straighter in my seat and reached over to see if I could find anything useful in the office.
 
    I reached out and picked up a small frame that sat on the corner of the desk and wiped the glass with the edge of my palm. A man with laughing eyes smiled at me from the photo, he was decked out in his dress blues and a young woman with long blond hair, wearing a mint colored sun dress hugged his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. They were a beautiful couple. I suddenly remembered my dad dressed in his fancy uniform as we headed out to one of his officer’s balls when I was sixteen. I’d laughed and tried to get him to change his mind about taking me as his date, but his eyes twinkled as he handed me a corsage. Are you kidding me? I’ll be the luckiest guys at the ball, he had said with a wink. I knew he was just trying to make me forget that I’d been stood up for my junior year prom … but I loved my dad all the more after that night. 
 
   I gently sat the picture back down where I’d found it on the desk, blinked back tears, and got to work. I searched through all the papers that were scattered on the desk, pulled file folders out of drawers and discarded the majority of them because they had nothing to do with what had happened two years ago. I found a whole lot of nothing. I grabbed the waste basket and emptied it out on the desk and un-crumbled several sheets of paper. Random messages, random papers. I found a sheet of paper with the words “infected”, “shoot to kill”, and “no known cure” scribbled on it like someone had hastily written down the notes with a slightly trembling hand as the situation began to sink in. I slammed the paper down on the desk and walked around it with my hands on my hips. What had I exactly thought I was going to find in the office of the officer in charge of some random army base in North Carolina? A detailed explanation of what had happened the days leading up to the dead taking over the world? I snorted in disbelief at my stupidity. I walked over to the blinds covering the window and peeked through a slate, barely bending it and noted how the sun was beginning to sink behind the tree line. I needed to head back to my little spot in the woods, maybe rethink what I could do—what I should do. 
 
   I was standing in the center of the generously sized office when something else struck me as odd. Aside from the fact that there were no dead or undead in the entire office building, and even though the office I was sitting in must have belonged to whoever was in charge of the base … the office was still abnormally large. There was one thing I remembered from all the bases my dad had taken me to visit ... of all the admiral’s and sergeant’s offices … the army didn’t do large or fancy when it came to work spaces. I twirled around slowly and took in the office with a new perspective. The office was easily two times larger than any other office I’d ever been in, and I’d been in several. I furrowed my brow, wondering why I was even wasting time thinking about it, why it even mattered, but I couldn’t shake that odd feeling that I was missing something. I walked over to the far wall. The entire wall was one huge, built-in bookshelf. I ran my finger along the spines of the books, my brain still not quite knowing where I was going with my thoughts, when I shrugged and wiped a bead of sweat from my brow. When I spied a copy of Watership Down on the top shelf, I stretched up on my tip toes to grab it to take back with me to camp. 
 
   “Keep your hands up. Don’t move,” A voice said gruffly from behind me. I couldn’t help it, it had been so long since I’d heard a voice, so long since anyone had spoken to me … I gasped and swung around in utter shock. “I said not to fucking move,” The man growled out as he pointed his rifle in my face. My hand immediately twitched and made a move to grab for my gun. I just barely stopped myself. It wouldn’t do any good, he would shoot me point blank before I ever touched the gun strapped to my leg. Fuck! I’d been so careless. “Turn back around and put your hands up on the bookshelf,” he barked. I swallowed slowly and turned even slower, making sure I didn’t make any more sudden movements. When I placed both my hands on the shelves in front of me, the man walked over and placed the tip of his gun in the back of my neck. My legs quivered in outrage and humiliation. 
 
   “Give me your weapons,” he ordered. I stiffened and a real thread of fear slid through me. He nudged me with the rifle and repeated his command. 
 
   “Fuck you,” I whispered hoarsely. It was barely audible.
 
   “What was that?” he asked, incredulity coloring his voice. I swallowed and cleared my throat.
 
   “I said, fuck you. I’m not giving up my weapons,” I growled. The man stood still for only a moment before he leaned in and whispered harshly into my ear.
 
   “Little girl, you have NO choice, you realize that … right? You can die with your misguided sense of pride, or you can give me your weapons, and maybe live to see another day.” Unexpectedly, tears threatened. I had only cried three times over the past two years—once the day after my dad had died, once after I’d buried him, and once after a particularly harrowing trip into town to scavenge for supplies. I had to do horrible things that day and see even worse things before I made it back to the cover of my camp. I wasn’t about to allow this douche bag to make me cry. I gritted my teeth and grunted my surrender. 
 
   I reached down with my right hand and very carefully and slowly unstrapped the holster that held my handgun. 
 
   “That’s it … nice and easy,” the man muttered. I lifted my hand and held it out to the guy with the gun pointed at my neck. 
 
   “Now unhook the M4,” he said. I clenched my jaw and once again removed my weapon with slow and methodical precision. I had more weapons back at camp, but it pissed me off that if I were to get out of this alive, some asshole with a G.I. Joe complex was going to be walking around with my dad’s weapons. “Any more weapons on you?” he asked, with almost a relieved grunt. 
 
   “The recon blade on the desk. That’s it,” I lied, smoothly. No need for him to know about the small blade strapped to my thigh beneath my loose cargo pants. If he patted me down he’d find it, but I was going to take my chances.  I heard him walk slowly over to the desk and retrieve my knife from its surface. I seethed. I loved that blade.
 
   Moaning and growls, too close by for comfort, echoed in the room around us. I flinched and reached for my gun before I realized I didn’t have it on me. It was the first time in over two year it wasn’t strapped to my leg.  
 
   “Don’t worry, they just passed by the window,” the guy said in a semi whisper close to my ear.  “Put your hands behind your back,” he ordered. My entire body tensed, but with no other choice, I complied. Ropes bound my wrists behind me and the next thing I knew black fabric was secured tightly around my eyes as a blind fold. Pure, unadulterated fear crashed through me and a spike of adrenaline coursed through my veins. I threw my head back and made a last ditch effort to wrench myself free … maybe I would get lucky and the ass wipe would be smart enough not to take a shot and call down all the zombies on top of us. In my head, the idea was so much smarter than in reality. Here I was with my hands tied behind my back, blindfolded, and virtually weaponless, making a run for it … to where? Out into the nest of zombies lurking just outside? 
 
   “Shit.” 
 
   I heard the muffled curse come from behind me just before I was knocked to the ground with my captor landing on top of me. I tried bucking, kneeing, biting, and head butting before I started to feel the strain on my muscles. The guys was no light weight and he was using his entire body to try and wrestle me to the floor. I grunted when he finally managed to flip me over and put his knee in the center of my back. All the air in my lungs left in me in a whoosh. “What the hell is wrong with you?” the man huffed in between pants. “You are fucking crazy,” he growled. 
 
   “You ain’t seen crazy yet,” I snarled. He leaned more of his weight on me and breathed next to my face. “If you try that again or keeping making so much goddamn noise, I am going feed you to the zombies myself, you understand?” I tried to smirk and blow off his threat, but that was hard to do since my cheek was squished into the dirty floor. Instead, I nodded sharply. “Good. Now I’m going to help you up. Don’t try anything stupid.”
 
   When he pulled me off the ground, he snagged me by my arm and brought me close to his side with a gun pressed into my side. We started walking and I could only assume it was back into the main area of desks and offices. After a few minutes of being pushed, pulled, and prodded into different directions, but never leaving the building, I began to wonder if we were going in circles. 
 
   “This the only way you could get a date? Tying up girls and making play some twisted version of musical chairs with you?” I hissed between my teeth. “You hear music in your mind? Or little voices, maybe?” I smirked. The guy tugged roughly on my arm and then we stopped. 
 
   “You are such a pain in the ass, you know that?” he snarled. “No way in hell I’d take you on a date … even if voices told me to,” he grumbled. I felt him move around me as I stood there thinking what else to say, trying to keep him talking, and wondering what he had planned for me. I heard him grunt as he moved and then I heard a click, followed by a scrapping sound. “Move slowly forward to the stairs. We’re going down.” He gave me a small shove and I just barely kept my balance. 
 
   “As soon as I get my hands untied, I’m going fuck you up,” I whispered fiercely as my stomach bubbled and rolled in a sickening dread. Going down? Where the hell was he taking me? His chuckle did nothing to alleviate my fears. I took a tentative step forward and found the first step down. My captor kept a grip on my arm as we made our way lower and lower. My heart beat faster with every step we took and it was by sheer will power alone that I didn’t whimper in fear of the unknown. 
 
   “Alright, stop right there for now,” he said. I heard him open something on a wall nearby and it sounded like he was pushing some sort of buttons. A beep echoed in my brain and it took me a very long moment to recognize the sound. Clangs and clicks, followed by the loud screech of metal directly in front of us, overwhelmed me and I stumbled slightly, my legs wobbling in shock and anxiety. My captor, almost gently, put an arm around me to keep me standing. A gust of air fanned my face and a sound I never thought I’d hear again besieged me—the sound of a lot of living humans—talking. The sounds came to an abrupt halt as my captor, with his arms still around me, walked us forward. More clicks and clangs followed our entry as the metal behind us swung shut. 
 
   “What’s going on, Jude? A low, rumbling voice spoke out. 
 
   “Found her snooping through things on the base, Sir,” he answered from next to me. I turned my head in the direction of the sound of several people whispering among themselves and strained to hear everything I could. 
 
   “Well, for Christ’s sake … untie her already,” he barked. Jude, presumably the name of my captor, jumped to do as he was told. My blind fold came off first and I blinked several times, trying to adjust my eyes to the unfamiliar, overly-bright florescent lighting hanging overhead. My hands were untied quickly and I rubbed the raw spots around my wrists. 
 
   “Am I a prisoner?” I asked sharply as I stared directly into the eyes of the man who I assumed to be the group’s leader. He was probably in his mid-thirties and his eyes were shrewd as he regarded me with interest and a hint of amusement shining in his blue eyes. 
 
   “Prisoner? Not at all. I’m sorry if you were under that impression,” he said apologetically. 
 
   “What impression was I supposed to be under when Jude here stole my weapons, tied me up and blind folded me? That I was an honored guest?” I sneered. The guy lifted a brow, but didn’t apologize for anything. 
 
   “We have to be careful. You’ve seen how it is up there yourself, you surely know that the zombies aren’t the only threat we face now,” he said in place of “we’re sorry”. Even though I wanted to remain angry, I couldn’t … these people did have to be careful. 
 
   “I understand,” I grumbled. “But, that doesn’t mean I don’t want my father’s weapons back or that I’m not pissed off,” I hissed. He cracked a huge grin and walked over to me. I took a step back and he stopped where he was. 
 
   “How many are in your group?” he asked quietly. We could offer them a place here as well. I shook my head and clenched my jaw. 
 
   “It’s just me,” I mumbled. A shadow fell across his eyes, a shadow of understanding and loss. 
 
   “How long ago did they die?” he asked gently. I raised my eyes to meet his direct, probing, blue stare.
 
   “I’ve been alone since the first day,” I ground out. His eyes widened just fractionally before he looked at me like he wanted to study me under a microscope. 
 
   “What’s your name, girl?” he asked. I stiffened and squared my shoulders before I spoke.
 
   “Melody Carter, daughter of Major John M. Carter of the United States Army,” I answered proudly. The man held his hand out to me.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Melody.” I smiled and went to stick my hand out until I realized I was still caked in all kind of gore and stench. I glanced up from my hand to the face of the man now looking at me with his brow raised. I held my hands up and shrugged.  
 
   “Nice to meet you as well, Major, but you probably should hold off on that handshake for now,” I grimaced when I realized how much of a mess I really was. I seriously stunk. His eyes widened and it was my turn to smirk. “I saw the picture on your desk.” I mentioned by way of explanation. He was the same man in dress blues I’d seen earlier … but he looked like he had aged ten years instead of two. The major’s smile vanished and his eyes frosted over. I knew that look … I’d felt the emotion behind it as well. The look of heartache and loss. I met his eyes and nodded my head once, my eyes mirroring his own burning gaze. He nodded back stiffly and cleared his throat. 
 
   “Jude,” he barked. Jude stiffened next to me. “Take our guest to one of the empty rooms and show her where she can go to get cleaned up,” he ordered as he turned around, dismissing me. 
 
   “I have questions, Major” I interjected, my hand clenched at my side. Who cared about getting clean, when these people might be able to answer some of my questions? He paused and turned to answer. 
 
   “I’m sure you do, but they can wait a few more hours … besides, you smell like you’ve been rolling around in zombie guts,” he grimaced. Jude chuckled before the Major and I both gave him a death stare. I was clenching my jaw so hard it began to ache.
 
   “Fine,” I muttered. The Major nodded and turned on his heel. I glanced over at Jude and put my hands on my hips. He returned my stare with a smirk and I made my personal mission to knock that smirk off of his face just one time.
 
   “Follow me,” he said stiffly as he turned on his heel and began walking briskly across the room. I took a moment to take in my surroundings before I followed. The common room was large and there were probably twenty people milling about doing various tasks. Some looked like officials or military personnel and a few looked like civilians. The room had several hallways leading off of it … one in the direction the Major had went, one that Jude had taken, which I could only assume led to sleeping quarters, and one leading off a different direction. I had to jog to catch up to Jude. 
 
   I glanced at Jude from the corner of my eye as we walked quickly down a long corridor. His jaw was clenched and his eyes hooded as he led me along to my room. He looked angry … maybe he was upset he’d gotten the babysitting gig. I smiled at that. The jackass deserved so much worse. We rounded a corner and he stopped outside of a door at the very end of the hallway. He opened the door and motioned for me to go inside. I walked into the room and turned around in a circle. The room was sparsely furnished with a cot for a bed and a single chest of drawers. A small table and chair acted as a desk area and there was one tiny closet. It looked like the Ritz Carlton in my eyes. 
 
   Alright, let me show you where you can shower and then I’ll get out of here. I barely picked my jaw up off of the floor at the promise of a shower and Jude was striding down the hall and around the corner. I barely registered the number of my room—107—before I had to run to catch up with him. 
 
   The shower area was just as glorious as the room. I stood in the doorway staring at the showers afraid to move and break the illusion. Jude snorted and pushed past me to open a closet at the end of the room where rows of identical pants and tops hung. Towels were also stacked on the top shelf. 
 
   “Just leave your clothes next to the door and someone will pick them up for you.” And just like that, he was gone. I smiled as I ran over to the closet. I swear to god, it felt like I was staring at clearance rack at the mall—heaven. I grabbed a soft v-neck tee shirt and a pair of pants that resembled yoga pants … with wide legs and a drawstring wait, but they were made of a sturdier material, and inhaled the scent of them through my nostrils. They even smelled fresh and clean. Like a bullet out of a gun, I yanked off my filthy clothes and made a run for the shower stall. I wouldn’t have cared if twenty people were watching, or if I had to shower with others … I was not going to miss every blessed second of running water I could soak up before I got yanked back to reality. I sat my clean clothing, towel, and the knife no one had found on me, on a bench just outside of my stall, before jumping into the shower and turning the knobs. I was expecting the cold, but I still shivered as it spurted out … I turned it up full blast and much to my shock, the water was hot. 
 
   “Thank you, Jesus,” I moaned as the water cascaded over me. I don’t know how long I stood like that, but I know I my fingers were pruning up before I had the sense to snap out of my ecstasy and use the small bar of soap and shampoo to actually wash my body and hair. I scrubbed every nook and cranny of my body, spending extra time to work some conditioner into my mass of tangles. My little bubble of vacation burst abruptly when I heard a sound just outside of the showering area. Someone was right around the corner where the towels and clothes were kept. I left the water running and tip-toed out of the shower to grab my knife off of the bench. Something shuffled and I heard the sound of a gun being loaded … the unmistakable sound of a magazine being slid into place. Maybe if I acted quickly, I’d still hold the thread of surprise … with that thought in mind, I jumped ran around the wall with a scream of rage. No way in hell I was going to die in a shower after surviving alone in the woods for over two years. 
 
   I rushed my attacker, brandishing my eight inch blade like it was a butcher knife. Jude stood there in such shock that when I had rushed him, he froze up. As soon as I collided with him, the gun was flung from his grasp. Much like the zombie I’d taken down earlier, the my momentum knocked us both off of our feet, with me landing on top of Jude with a loud and painful thud. Unlike the zombie take down, I didn’t drive my blade into Jude’s neck like I had the corpse, but I did bring it close enough to his jugular that if he even spoke too loudly he would have been choking on his own blood. 
 
   I sat on top of his body, my knife to his neck, and my face directly above his. His light brown eyes were wide and shocked … he still hadn’t had time to get pissed off yet. But it didn’t take long. 
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he hissed through his teeth. I tightened my grip on my knife and he immediately stiffened and then relaxed a fraction. 
 
   “Maybe you should tell me why you were sneaking around with a gun while you thought I was defenseless,” I countered. My hair was still soaking wet and it was dripping all around me, soaking through Jude’s white tee shirt. His eyes flashed angrily and a he clenched his jaw, causing a muscle to tick in his cheek. 
 
   “You think I’d sneak up and shoot and unarmed, naked girl in the shower?” he growled. “What kind of man do you think I am?” he ground out. 
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know,” I mentioned casually. “Oh! Wait … I do know.” I leaned forward until I was able to whisper in his ear. “You’re the type of guy that would tie a girl up, take away all her weapons, making her defenseless, and blind fold her during a zombie apocalypse.” I leaned back a fraction. “What were you doing then, Jude?” I asked. 
 
   “I was going to escort you back to your room, but you were still in the shower, so I was just going to leave your weapons here for you and come back later,” he said on an exhale. He seemed too tired to even care if I’d cut his throat. I blinked and then pulled back my knife just a little. “I was doing my job out there, Melody,” he sighed. I blinked again and realized how grossly I’d misread the situation. 
 
   “Shit,” I whispered, just before I removed my knife from Jude’s throat. Then it really hit me … I was friggin nude and sprawled on top of him. No matter what I did next, I’d show how much of an idiot I was. Jude must have realized where my thoughts had led me, because the biggest grin I’d ever seen spread across his face. Fuck. The hell with it! I raised my chin and removed my naked self from Jude’s now-soaked body. His eyes widened as he watched me straighten myself out and stand in front of him without any—well, too much—shame. He got up off of the floor and probed his neck with his fingers. I hadn’t broken the skin. I wanted to run for cover, to shield my body from Jude’s now hungry gaze, but I wanted to look tough a whole lot more, so I stood my ground. 
 
   “I’ll be ready in a minute, but I think I can find my way to my room,” I said hoarsely. A slow, devastatingly handsome smile lit up his face and I could feel myself blush. It ticked me off. I marched forward and began pushing him out of the room. “Get out, before I cut your throat for the fun of it,” I snarled. I felt the vibration beneath my hand as he chuckled loudly. When he was out the door, I turned to shut it. Jude stuck his foot in the crack of the door and pushed it back open. 
 
   “Melody …” he murmured. I shivered slightly at the sound of my name rolling of the tip of his tongue. Damn. “I am sorry about all that upstairs. I had to think about everyone’s safety down here first,” he said sincerely just before he began grinning wildly again. “Though, I gotta say … this …” he gestured to my body, “this made it all worthwhile.” I could feel my face flaming.  He smiled at me again, his eyes scorching every part of my body and I realized for the first time since he’d stuck a gun in my face, just how sexy Jude was. If I had met him under different circumstances, back before the end of the world, I would have been itching to run my fingers through his short, dark brown hair, to taste his sensual lips … but this wasn’t under normal circumstances and I wasn’t a naïve little girl anymore. I smiled widely at Jude then and the change in his face was instantaneous. His pupils dilated and his hand came up to push a strand of my black hair out of my face. I opened the door just a little wider and then put a hand on his rock-hard abs and gave a little push. He stumbled a step back out of the doorway. 
 
   When my fist flew, he never saw it was coming. His head jerked back and he sprawled on his ass as blood spurted from his nose. 
 
   “What the hell?” His outraged yell made me feel more like myself.
 
   “Apology accepted,” I said as I slammed the door and locked it. 
 
   I considered it not only a payback for terrifying me and stripping me of all my defenses, but also a lesson for the future … never let your guard down during a zombie apocalypse. Guys, sex, and love were a thing of the past. Besides, I’d take a zombie showdown any day of the week. 
 
   And lucky for me, there was a plethora of them just waiting for me to kick their undead asses. And I planned to do just that.
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   My breath fanned out before me in a small cloud of frigid air. I inhaled sharply and my lungs inflated painfully from the freezing cold. I pressed my back against the trunk of a tree that I’d quickly ducked behind. All around me I heard sounds, sounds I hadn’t heard just a few moments before. Groans, shuffling, and the tell-tale gurgling of the undead surrounding me in the forest. I wiggled my fingers that held my blade in a death grip. Even with the gloves on, they were stiff and nearly frozen. How far was I from my campsite? Half a mile? Maybe less. Which put these zombies wandering in the woods further out than any had in over five months. I’d been foolish to think the cold would slow them down or keep them out of the woods. I just felt so fucking tired all the time. I was always looking over my shoulder, always sleeping just enough to keep me going another day—afraid to sleep too long or too deeply and wake up with a zombie tearing into my throat. 
 
   I pulled my gun out of my holster slowly and considered waiting until I knew how many I was up against or at least what my odds were, but I had stood still for too long. I was beginning to worry my reflexes would be slow from standing in the same position in the freezing cold for too long. I released a slow breath and watched as snow flurries floated all around me. I wiggled my fingers once more, trying to bring some warmth back to them before I made my move. The zombies’ movements grew so loud and harsh in the otherwise quiet forest that my head began to pound. I shook my head roughly, feeling disoriented and panicked. A branch snapped close by and I immediately swiveled in that direction with my gun pointed out in front of me. The wet gurgle of a fresh zombie came from directly behind me as a drop of sweat trickled down the side of my face just as an icy finger of dread danced up my spine. 
 
   I cried out and swung around, my numb finger already pulling the trigger as my body moved. The snow floated around me in a hazy mist as I turned, everything slowed and everything went silent. I could hear my heartbeat pounding in slow motion, I could hear the gun cock back and the explosion of the bullet leaving my weapon. I could hear … my father’s voice. Melody?  He stood there with his hand outstretched toward me, his eyes wide in shock and hurt just before the bullet entered his forehead and a spray of dark red blood coated the fresh fallen snow at his feet. 
 
   “Noooooo!” I screamed out as his body fell slowly to the ground. My voice echoed all around me, filling the forest up with the sound of my utter anguish, with the sound of my heart being torn from my chest. 
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   I sprung forward, my hand immediately reaching for my knife under my pillow. My heart was thumping erratically and sweat had soaked through my tee shirt. I wiped my hair from my face and glanced around, trying to remember where I was. The previous day came back to me in bits and pieces and I slowly began to come to my senses. I was in an underground safe house at the army base. I sat my knife back under my pillow and swung my legs over the side of my little cot. It had been a long time since I’d had a nightmare and the pictures of what I’d dreamt were still flashing behind my eyelids. I pulled my hair back and tied it in a ponytail and then dropped to the ground next to my borrowed bed. 
 
   One, two, three, I chanted under my breath. I began my pushups quickly, pushing myself until my arms were quivering from exhaustion. Even then I couldn’t completely erase the images that were burned into the back of my mind. I rolled over onto my back and placed my knees together with my feet flat on the floor. I did sit ups until I couldn’t even crawl back up onto the bed. Didn’t matter—I wasn’t used to sleeping on anything other than the ground anymore anyway. I drug my blanket and pillow to the floor and then tucked my knife back beneath my pillow. I laid there for several hours, staring up at the ceiling before I decided to get up and see who else was awake and then to find the Major to get some answers. 
 
   I needed to get my mind off of my nightmares and off of my memories. Going down that road would only make me lose my mind, and losing your mind in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is highly discouraged. Well, losing your mind at any time is probably a bad idea, but doing so when you could have your insides ripped out by your next-door-neighbor-turned-flesh-eating-zombie would definitely suck. 
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   When I made my way to the tiny mess hall, I was surprised to find it already inhabited by several people. I scarcely paid them attention though, not with the yummy smells coming from the small kitchen area. My stomach growled as I strode over to the table where several bowls of piping hot oatmeal topped with cinnamon and raisins sat. I glanced up and met a pair of warm dark brown eyes belonging to a large, older woman who was setting out spoons and napkins. I glanced down at the bowls and then back up at the woman who smiled broadly and motioned for me to take one. I smiled my thanks and grabbed a bowl and made my way over to a table that sat furthest away from the other six or seven people enjoying their breakfast. My position also allowed me watch the entire room from where I ate. I scooped up a spoonful of oatmeal and blew on it a few times before I stuck the yummy stickiness in my mouth. That’s all it took. I was in heaven. I had just shoveled more oatmeal into my pie-hole and was just about vibrating with happiness when a shadow fell over me. 
 
   “You almost look like a regular person when you’re eating.” A voice cut into my haze of euphoria. My back stiffened and I glanced up into his cocky face. I grinned and scooped out another bite of my breakfast.
 
   “You know, you almost look like a regular person too, Jude,” I said as I turned my eyes back to my bowl. “Well, a normal person with one hell of a shiner.” I continued to eat, hoping Jude would take a hint. He sat down across from me at the table instead.
 
   “You know, most people would think you don’t like me, but I’ve got a theory,” he said around a mouthful of oatmeal. My mouth popped open. This guy just wouldn’t go away. 
 
   “A theory?” I asked through gritted teeth. He nodded his head, oblivious to my death stare. 
 
   “Yup. See, I think you have some kind of post-zombie-apocalypse-stress-disorder or something and you’ve regressed back to you childhood.” He winked and took another bite. I crossed my arms across my chest and decided to do exactly what he wanted me to.
 
   “Oh really? Regressed how?” I asked, knowing I was egging him on in his little fantasy, but I had to know what his puny brain had concocted. He looked over at me and shrugged.
 
   “You know … back to the days where tugging on braids and hitting someone meant you really had a crush on them. Do you like me? Check yes-or-no type of stuff.” He tsked as if he felt sorry for me and then grinned widely when my mouth dropped open again. 
 
   “You are such a jack a …” I began. 
 
   “It is you!” A voice echoed through the room. I flinched and had already rose halfway from my chair, grabbing for my gun before I realized what I was doing. Jude had stood quickly as well, his eyes studying me, his jaw set, wondering what I was about to do. I relaxed and breathed in deeply just as a boy of about fourteen or fifteen, tall and gangly strode up to our table. His eyes were wide with wonder, making me nervous. I sat back down and Jude followed, his eyes never leaving mine.
 
   “Sorry, must have the wrong person,” I said sharply. “I don’t know a lot of people around here.” 
 
   “No, I’m positive it’s you,” the boy continued, his eyes wide and his smile huge. “I’ll never forget that day as long as I live,” he continued. “You freaking cleared out over a hundred zombies single handedly. You even set some on fire!” he said excitedly. My eyes widened and I stuttered a few times, but the kid just kept on talking. “You took out dozens and dozens, like it was just another day on the job for you. At first we didn’t know who was shooting, but then you came down and walked right out onto the street like you weren’t scared of anything, yelling ‘Come get some, bitches!’ I swear to god, we all about crapped our pants when you lit the old Starbucks and the zombies on fire.” I swallowed a lump in my throat and glanced up at Jude. He was watching me intently, his eyes searching mine for answers I didn’t really have, as the boy told his story for the whole mess hall to hear. 
 
   “We thought maybe you didn’t make it after that, but then you busted through the doors a few building down and just barely escaped from that zombie all lit up like a bonfire! Then we heard you laughing as you turned the music up. You even drove over a few more zombies as you left town.” His eyes were shining as he remembered the day with all its ugly details. “You almost cleared out the whole town. You made it possible for my family and a few other people to get out of the town.” I began shaking my head, knowing where he was going with his speech. “You saved our lives. You’re a hero.” I stood abruptly and grabbed my bowl off of the table. 
 
   “I’m no hero, kid,” I said harshly. His eyes widened and he backed up a step. 
 
   “You are. I’d be dead right now if it weren’t for you,” he said vehemently. I got up close to him and looked him in the eye. 
 
   “How many of you escaped after that?” I asked sharply. He looked confused, but he answered me. 
 
   “There were about a dozen of us.” I clenched my jaw and looked down at the ground. Only a dozen?
 
   “And how many did you have with you before I came that day?” I spat. I knew I was being unreasonable, being too harsh, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. His eyes shuttered and I saw pain flash behind his eyes. He looked at the ground as he spoke. 
 
   “At least fifty.” He regarded me reservedly now. I nodded sharply and continued on. 
 
   “And how many are with you know out of the twelve survivors from that day?” I asked softly. He shook his head and his fists balled tightly at his side. “How many?” I pushed mercilessly. 
 
   “Eight,” he murmured through clenched teeth. My stomach knotted and I finally looked away from the floor and met the kid’s stare. 
 
   “I’m no fucking hero, kid. If I were, I’d have come sooner and stayed longer.” He began to shake his head, but I just walked away. I sat my bowl in the dirty dish bin, aware that the eyes of everyone in the room were watching me as I marched from the mess hall. I was halfway down the long corridor when Jude caught up with me. 
 
   “That was a bit harsh, don’t you think, Melody?” I stopped mid stride. 
 
   “That’s none of your business, Jude,” I hissed. He raised his hands up in the air in surrender and smiled. I frowned. This guy was worse than any chick with his mood swings. 
 
   “Most girls like to be idolized,” he pushed. I rolled my eyes and began walking again. 
 
   “I’m not most girls,” I answered. 
 
   “That’s the understatement of the century,” he laughed. I cut my eyes over to him and found that Jude was even more devastatingly handsome when he laughed. He grinned when he caught me looking at him. Jerk. “Anyway, I’m supposed to deliver you to Major Tillman,” he said seriously. Finally. 
 
   “Perfect,” I answered and quickened my stride. My steps faltered when I realized Jude had stopped in the middle of the hallway. I stared at him and raised my brow. 
 
   “He’s this way,” he said as he pointed the opposite direction. I set my jaw and just barely restrained my temper when I heard him chuckle under his breath. We went to meet the guy I’d been wanting to talk to all along … the guy I seriously hoped could give me some answers. 
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   Jude led me back through the room we had first come into the day before and then into a large meeting room that looked like it was being used as a central command center. Major Tillman was speaking to a young, Hispanic man dressed in camouflage, similar to what Jude was wearing. His eyes flicked over me, dismissively as we entered the room. The Major stepped forward and held his hand out to me.
 
   “Now that we can be officially introduced—I’m Major Tillman.” I shook his hand and smiled at the Major. He turned and motioned to the man beside him. “This is Manuel, he’ll be joining us today.” I grasped the man’s hand in mine and murmured my nice-to-meet-you’s. 
 
   “Major, I really appreciate the shower and room. It has been a long time since I’ve had either and they were a welcomed luxury.” His smile was genuine and warm. 
 
   “I’m just sorry we hadn’t run into you sooner, we would have gladly offered you a place here with us a long time ago.” I shook my head as I remembered everything that I’d been through in the past two years. It hadn’t been easy, in fact at times I thought I wasn’t going to make it. Other times, I just wanted to lay down and give up, but I didn’t and I was stronger for that reason. 
 
   “I appreciate that, Major, but I did alright and I don’t think I’d change the last two years even if I could. My father taught me well and I have learned a lot about survival and killing zombies over the past two years.” The major stared at me a few moments, studying my face before he smiled again and held his hand out to an empty chair. 
 
   “You’re an extraordinary young woman, Melody,” the Major mentioned. “Please have a seat, we have a lot to talk about, and I’m sure you have a ton of questions you’re just dying to ask me.” I smiled and took a seat with the Major, Jude, and Manuel. 
 
   “How many people do you have here, Major?” I asked after a moment. He raised his brow but answered anyway. 
 
   “We are responsible for just under a hundred people. Seventy-six are civilians and twenty-two are Army,” he said. I was a bit surprised, I hadn’t realized there were quite that many humans even left in the area. Even more surprising was the ratio. I would have thought the majority of people left would have been military, but with only twenty-two soldiers, more than three quarters the amount of humans were civilians. I didn’t like that at all. 
 
   “How did the civilians find their way here?” I asked. They couldn’t have found their way easily, unless they stupidly believed, like I had, that the base would have provided some sort of safe haven that first day. Even then, their odds weren’t very good. 
 
   “Some are family members of soldiers. Jude and Manuel also lead a team out often to search for survivors,” he answered. I glanced over at Jude, sitting next to me and then to Manuel. They both certainly looked capable of running those kind of dangerous missions, but then I was still impressed. It would be nearly impossible to locate survivors, but to actually lead them back to the base without getting the entire group killed … well, those weren’t odds I’d ever bet on. I took a deep breath and searched the Major’s face for answers. 
 
   “How did it happen?” I asked, my eyes wide. I knew my question sounded like a plea, like I wanted to believe someone had all the answers and that they would be able to tell me they were working on a plan, that the world would be on the way to getting back to normal before we even knew it. The Major’s eyes held mine, but I didn’t find any reassurances in them. Instead, I found despair and resignation. I shook my head. It was a jerky movement of denial, but he ignored it as he began telling me everything he knew about what had happened a little over two years ago. What had happened to change the world forever and plunged my life into loneliness and darkness. When he was done telling his story, done relating to me what he knew, I sat there in stunned silence trying to process everything I’d heard. I kept trying to wrap my brain around the fact that it all boiled down to … technology. Technology was what had spread the infection. I stood abruptly, causing Jude and Manuel to flinch in their seats. Only the Major sat unmoving. I held up a finger. I just needed a moment to process. 
 
   Technology and the Peace Corps. Seriously? I paced back and forth beside the table as I replayed the story in my mind. 
 
   Patient 001, as the military had dubbed him, was a retired military officer who was just about to go on a trip he had been planning for over a year with the Peace Corps when he found out he had cancer. He decided to put off his treatment, knowing if he went through chemotherapy first, he wouldn’t be fit enough to make the trip. Ironically enough, he trudged into the innermost depths of the African jungle to help distribute medical supplies and clean drinking water to the remote tribes, when he somehow ingested a rare parasite. The parasite was passed into the blood stream where it nestled itself into the wall of an artery and it hatched eggs. The parasites began to slowly feed off of its host’s internal organs. For ten days, Patient 001 was sick with what he thought was a stomach virus. He decided to cut his trip short and come home, assuming his cancer was preventing him from keeping anything he ate or drank down. As soon as he landed back in the U. S., Patient 001 called his doctor and rescheduled his chemotherapy for the next day. 
 
   The scientists and doctors most educated guess was that Patient 001 was carrying millions of microscopic parasites by the time he went through his first injections of chemotherapy. In the depths of the jungle the parasite might have killed its host over the course of several years. It had never before been exposed to any radiation or electromagnetic chaos, it had never been transported to a place where technology emanated from every single person, every single building, and every single street corner. Once the parasite had been exposed to the chemo, it mutated inside of its host. Though the parasite had to be ingested before, now it could excrete itself through its host’s sweat glands, through skin and hair follicles, and it was most concentrated in saliva. The parasites became more aggressive and every single person or object Patient 001 had any sort of contact with immediately became infected. 
 
   Instead of years, Patient 001 lived exactly one week. Unfortunately, the mutated parasites were able to live outside of his body for forty-eight hours until they found a new host. Forty-eight hours is a long time. When Patient 001 finally died, he had unknowingly spread the parasites all over Chicago. Every person he came in contact with and everything he had touched in those seven days had carried the parasites to hundreds and hundreds of hosts, who in turn carried them to thousands. Forty-eight hours of passing the mutated virus from person to person. A forty-eight hour window in which the parasite was able to be passed on by almost any means. The infected were dead within twenty-four hours, instead of the week it took to kill the original host. 
 
   At first officials and the CDC had no idea what was causing the hundreds of deaths that had already begun spreading to other cities and countries. Fortunately, the parasites, not only charged by the chemo, but also receiving a boost from the electromagnetic pulses in the city, could only survive while their host was alive. Unfortunately for the rest of us, once the host died the parasites were able to act as a stimuli in the corpses’ brainstem, causing the host to “reanimate” and take on the parasite’s lust for flesh and blood. The only thing lost in the reanimation process was how the parasite was able to transfer from one host to another. The corpses no longer sneezed, produced sweat, or any other bodily functions … other than saliva. Even though the parasites were concentrated in the zombie’s saliva, the zombie had to bite into flesh and excrete saliva directly into the blood stream of a victim for the parasite to infect someone and take on a new host. 
 
   My head swam with all the information I’d just been told. By the time the plane had crashed in our backyard, the parasites had spread beyond what anyone could have ever imagined or controlled, killing their hosts and then taking them over when they were dead. Now all that was left was millions of parasite-animated corpses who lusted for the flesh and blood of the few remaining uninfected humans. 
 
   “How bad is it out there?” I asked. I knew he understood what I meant. How bad off was the human race? How bad had it gotten while I was hiding in the forest and fighting to survive for the past two years?
 
   “From the last we heard from anyone else, it was estimated that over eighty-two percent of the human population was killed or infected with the organ eating parasite,” he said with a weary sigh. My hand flew to my chest. Eighty-two percent? That meant that out of a hundred people, eighty-two were either dead or zombies now. Good god. What did that put the death toll at in the United States alone? Two hundred million? Two hundred and fifty million? The numbers were staggering. My legs wobbled slightly and I sank back down into my seat. 
 
   “Is there some kind of government in place?” I asked. The Major’s jaw clenched and his eyes hardened. 
 
   “We are no longer sure. We were receiving and sending communications to the base out of Charlotte, but the last we heard from them was over two months ago.” I glanced between the Major’s frowning face and the bleak faces on the two soldiers sitting in front of me. This wasn’t good.
 
   “How often did you usually hear from them?” It was Manuel who answered me. 
 
   “We normally meet their person halfway and exchange information and supplies once every two weeks,” he explained in clipped, official tones. “Our man has been at the rendezvous point three times in the past months, but theirs never appeared.” Something had happened, and if I knew anything at all, I knew it couldn’t be anything good. 
 
   “We are going to send a small team into Charlotte. The city, from what our contact told us, is completely overrun by the undead, but we have to see what is going on. They were our only link to anything on the outside of here.” His eyes frosted over and he stood abruptly, causing Jude and Manuel to jump from their seats as well. I got slowly to my feet. “We are starting to run out of supplies and we are starting to run low on ammunition. We were not prepared to be underground for this long. At the very least, our team will need to see what is going on at that base and then scout for supplies to bring back here. Then we’ll be able to decide what we should do next for the good of the group.” He ran a hand over his clean shaven face and sighed. I swallowed and stood rigidly in front of Major Tillman. 
 
   “I’d like to be part of the team that goes to Charlotte, Major.” Something that sounded suspiciously like a snort came from across the table. I ground my teeth together to keep from snapping at the meat heads there. 
 
   “Look, I appreciate that you are a tough young woman who has done rather well taking care of herself in the worst of situations, but I can’t send you into a city that is overrun. You’re not military and I couldn’t send you with a clear conscience,” he explained. I gave the Major a small smile, that was not really meant to reassure anyone of anything and placed my hands on my hips. 
 
   “Major, I appreciate the concern, but my daddy made sure I could shoot better than any man in this room on their best day. I could kill both of your men right now without them even realizing I’d made a move for my gun.” Major Tillman stiffened slightly, his eyes narrowing. “I haven’t just survived, I’ve taken out hundreds of zombies, looted for food and supplies in neighboring towns, and lived in the woods attuned to my own surroundings for two years.” I let my words sink in the room for a moment before continuing on. “Name one soldier under your command who has done the same,” I challenged. His eyes glanced over at his men, before coming back to rest on me. “I’d be an asset to this mission, Sir,” I clipped off. He watched my face, studied me until I began to feel twitchy under his scrutiny. He nodded once and turned to face Jude and Manuel. 
 
   “Looks like you’ve gained another team member, Agent Harrison,” he said with a wry smile. I blinked at him with a crease between my eye brows. Agent? Jude crossed his arms over his chest as a smirk worked its way across his handsome face. 
 
   “Guess I have,” he answered coolly, his eyes pinning me with their intensity. I swallowed and glanced over at Manuel. His eyes were also watching me, but they, unlike Jude’s, gave nothing away. I was suddenly unsure of myself, but very sure of one thing … both of them were not your ordinary soldier. 
 
   Awe crap. 
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   At exactly 0700 hours, I was standing awkwardly in the main common area with Jude, Manuel, and three other guys. I’d put my own clothing back on since someone had freshly laundered and left them in my room the night before. My gun was strapped to my leg, my knife was in hand, and my rifle was slung across my back. It felt good to get moving. I was already feeling a little twitchy from being underground for over twenty-four hours. Safe, but twitchy. 
 
   “Alright, everyone, let’s get going.” Jude’s eyes locked onto mine as the men filed pass him and he crooked his finger at me. I bit back a remark as I made my way over to him. “Listen, Melody. I know you are pretty much a soldier just like any of my other men.” My jaw unlocked and I barely held it in place. He was … complimenting me? He ran a hand over his face and met my gaze with one of steel. “You’re tough. I have no doubt about that. But, you were also all alone and taking care of only yourself for the last two years. I need you to do exactly what I tell you without hesitation.” 
 
   He held up a hand when my mouth flew open. I snapped it shut and tightened my grip on my knife. “Your actions won’t only affect you when you step out those doors this time. Everything you do—or don’t do—could cost me the life of one of my men. I’m not asking you. I’m telling you,” he said with all the authority of someone who was used to having people snap at attention when he entered a room. “If you can’t follow my orders once you step out those doors, just say the word and you stay here.” His deadly serious eyes never left mine. “Are we clear?” he asked. I took a breath and nodded sharply. “Good. Now let’s go.” I followed him through the door without a backward glance at the only safety I’d felt in a very, very long time. 
 
   We moved up a flight of stairs in silence and when we stepped out of the darkness, we were back in the large office I had been searching before. I turned and watched as Jude pushed in a lever that caused the bookcase to swing back into place and hide the secret passageway. It was all so very government spy-like, that I almost giggled despite the fact that I was once again topside with parasite infested zombies looming just outside of the office building. That wiped the grin off of my face. 
 
   I glanced around the room and into the faces of five of the most dangerous looking men I’d ever encountered. Manuel was there wearing an army green tee shirt and camouflage pants with tons of pockets and a backpack, which held essentials, just like everyone else. My black tank top and camouflage pants almost matched. I looked like one of the guys. I felt a small smile lift the corners of my lips. A tall, black man with an American flag tattooed on the side of his neck smiled widely at me. I grinned back and gave him a thumbs up. Manuel glanced up and made some motion toward the heavens like he was still trying to figure out how they’d gotten stuck with me. Jude motioned to two guys I didn’t know and suddenly we were all silently moving through the building with them taking point.
 
   I could tell immediately that the men were used to the way we were going. They were probably some of the same men who went to the rendezvous point twice a month. That made me breathe a little easier. When we approached the front doors of the building, everyone stopped and waited for Jude to give the signal to go on. He glanced through the blinds on the window and held up four fingers and pointed to the left. He held up three more and pointed to the right. Seven zombies total in his line of sight between us and the building we were headed into. All of the men were so still, I could barely make out that they were breathing as we waited for him to give the signal. My heart began to pound loudly as I adjusted my grip on my knife. Jude pointed to the huge, red-bearded man in the front and before I could blink, we were all running through the front door and back out into our new world of death and decay. 
 
   Zombies were on us before we even made it a quarter of the way across the open asphalt. One by one and quicker than I ever thought possible, the men dropped over nine corpses like that were swatting away flies and without using a single bullet. The stench of the putrid bodies, hot and bloated by the summer sun, slapped me in the face and I barely held down the contents of my stomach. No matter how many times I’d been up close and personal with the zombies, no matter how many times I would have to stick my knife into the skull of the undead until rotten fluids seeped out, I’d never get used to the reek. 
 
   I stepped over bodies as we all kept moving quickly—en masse—and then entered another building as easily as we had exited the last one. Jude and the men spread out and searched the large shed-like space quickly. It was secure. Jude began walking to a side door and we all followed suit. When I approached, he motioned me over to him. 
 
   “Right outside this door is a large SUV, fully gassed up and ready for us to go. We need to move quickly, slide into the vehicle and keep sliding to make room for everyone.” His eyes held mine. I nodded my understanding. “Manuel will drive, so he goes first with Big Ben riding shotgun. Next will be Zach, Ghost, Melody, and then me bringing up the rear.” Everyone nodded quickly. I glanced at the door and realized we would be running on the blind. No windows were on this side of the building, so we’d literally not have any idea what was waiting for us. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and reached for my gun. Jude’s hand stopped mine. I lifted my eyes to his. He shook his head and I stiffened under his grip. His hand tightened around mine. I set my jaw and relaxed my stance. Fine, no guns, I thought. I raised a brow and he removed his hand from mine. 
 
   Jude walked over to the door and held up a hand that started the count down to three. One … two … three! He pushed the door open and Manuel rushed through it with the red-bearded dude, I could now assume was Big Ben, following closely behind. I heard moans and grunts of engagement just before I cleared the doorway with Jude on my heels, making sure he secured the door behind us. In my peripheral vision I saw that Big Ben had the front, passenger side door open and was sliding in behind Manuel when several zombies shambled around the side of the building to join the noise that several others were making as they attacked Zach and Ghost. 
 
   I ran toward the trio of zombies closing in on Ghost, intent on helping him when he let out a muted war cry and launched himself at the two furthest away from me. When I reached him, he had already taken down two of the zombies. I came up behind the zombie, who had his sights set on the tall soldier. I dove, slashing the backs of the leg muscles of the rather huge zombie. The knife went in smoothly and cut all the way to the bone, causing the zombie to fall backwards when his legs couldn’t hold him up any longer. As soon as he fell, I shoved my knife deep into his forehead. A shadow fell over me and I spun quickly, bringing my knife up into a defensive move, pulling back just in time to keep from pushing the blade into Jude’s back. I wasn’t used to having humans around me in the midst of fighting the undead. Jude swiped his blade across the throat of a zombie to his left and in one smooth movement, shoved it into the eye of a second zombie on his right. I finished off the zombie who was now missing most of its throat. 
 
   “Move, Melody!” Jude barked from beside me. I jumped to my feet and ran to the SUV, following behind Ghost’s disappearing feet. I scrambled across the seat as quickly as I could to make room for Jude, which put me right on top of Ghost. Jude was right behind me and I never felt more relieved than I did when I heard the door slam shut behind him. Manuel gunned the gas. 
 
   “Booyah!” I shouted with a fist pump as we cleared the front gate area. I glanced around at the men in the silent truck and immediately felt foolish. “Too girly?” I asked seriously. Ghost started laughing and the deep rumbling made me grin and immediately reminded me that I was sitting in his lap. “Sorry, Ghost, I didn’t mean to squish you,” I mumbled as I scrambled off of him. 
 
   “Hey no hurry, you were okay right where you were.” His voice was deep and I could hear a grin in it as he spoke. I felt my cheeks warm, which only made Ghost chuckle more. “Just a joke, Jude,” he said with a smirk and a shrug. I glanced over at Jude who was staring daggers at Ghost. What the Hell? I ignored both of them and leaned forward until I was hanging in between the two front seat and pulled back the center console, hoping to find something good. 
 
   “Melody … what are you doing?” Jude asked, sounding exasperated. I ignored him as I kept searching.
 
   “Aha!” I squealed. I pulled my prize out of its sleeve and leaned forward far enough to shove it into the player. I pushed a button and when the familiar sounds of Bob Marley’s Three Little Birds blasted through the speaker system, I sat back with a small sigh of satisfaction. Ghost flashed me a sad smile, but I could feel the tension seeping out of the vehicle as we slowly drove out of town.
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   I watched our progress through the window as we drove for about an hour, until I couldn’t stomach what I saw any longer. The world was something I didn’t recognize. I had kept myself mostly safe for two long years. It wasn’t easy, but a lot of what kept me alive had to do with the simple fact that not only was I a little more prepared than the average citizen, but I’d also gotten to know almost every inch of the two local towns and every mile of the woods that I’d camped in. The woods were mine. I knew them almost as well in the pitch black of night as I did in the noon day sun. I learned my surroundings like someone who might not have ever planned on leaving the area for the rest of their lives. I sat there watching a world full of death, destruction, and chaos pass by my window.
 
    I realized with sudden clarity that I had bubbled myself off from the outside world, convinced deep down that if I didn’t know what was happening outside of my own personal hell, then maybe—just maybe—it wasn’t really that bad in other places. I hadn’t realized until I was leaving the area I knew so well that I’d convinced myself deep in my own subconscious that when I did finally leave, I’d be walking into some sort of safe haven, some place better and maybe even untouched by all the death, loneliness, and despair that I’d been shrouded in for two years. The realization made my stomach revolt. 
 
   “Melody? Are you okay?” Jude’s voice sounded concerned, but I couldn’t seem to answer him. I couldn’t get past the pain in my chest and the ringing in my ears. “Manuel, can you pull over?” I gasped in a breath as fuzzy splotches of gray danced in front of my eyes. I felt a gush of wind hit me in the face as Jude pulled me from the truck and shook me gently. “Melody? Breathe, sweetheart. Ah, hell, this is going to piss you off,” he muttered. A brisk smack across my face brought Jude’s concerned eyes into focus and a stinging along my cheek bone. I grabbed a handful of his tee shirt and jerked him a bit closer as I gasped in a huge breath of air into my lungs. I still felt dizzy. 
 
   “I didn’t realize …” I began, my eyes starting to water. I blinked furiously as my head began to clear. Jude’s hand cupped the back of my head and his fingers massaged into my neck as I took a moment. “I don’t know why I didn’t expect it. I’m sorry.” Jude shushed me gently and kept rubbing my neck.
 
   “Don’t apologize, Melody. I would have been more worried about you if all of this didn’t affect you,” he said gruffly. I nodded once and took another long, cleansing breath before I was steady. I glanced up and realized Big Ben had been standing nearby as look out. I let out a tiny not-so-sane giggle and looked up into Jude’s questioning gaze.
 
   “Didn’t mean to go all girly on you at the wrong time,” I smiled and stepped back from the circle of Jude’s arms. “But if you ever slap me again, I’ll kick your honky ass in front of your men.” I heard what sounded suspiciously like a snort come from Big Ben as I jumped back into the SUV. I was extremely grateful none of the men acted like anything out of the ordinary had happened as we pulled back onto the highway to Hell. 
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   It took us over two hours to drive to the halfway point about forty miles outside of Charlotte, North Carolina. Dodging wreckage, abandoned vehicles and zombies made traveling take a lot longer than it used to. It felt like we were evading landmines, but instead of bombs we were trying to avoid becoming  surrounded by the undead or stuck in a tight spot with nowhere to run if we had to. When Manuel pulled up to the back entrance of the rendezvous point I sat there for a second, wondering if the guys were just yanking my chain. 
 
   “You’ve got to be freaking kidding me,” I mumbled when Manuel killed the engine. I glanced out the window and only noticed two straggler zombies in the area—easy enough to take care of. Maybe the guys had a point. Looting a local Toy-R-Us would have been low on a priority list for people trying to survive in a zombie-riddled world. Less people looting in the area and store equaled less zombies to worry about when meeting with other survivors.  
 
   “Ghost, Big Ben, you two take care of our decomposing friends while Manuel, Melody, and I secure the building. Join us inside as soon as you scout the perimeter.” Both men nodded briskly before opening their doors and sprinting toward the zombies who had already began heading our way. “Alright, let’s move,” Jude barked out. 
 
   We entered through the back door of the building, our weapons ready and our movements almost synchronized. When the door shut behind us, it took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the unlit interior of the store. The store had been ransacked and the interior smelled musty and unused, but at least we weren’t overpowered by the stench of death and decay that most stores and populated areas were now known for. Still, being inside of a toy store tore the scab off of my freshly wounded heart and I heard a tiny cry of distress leave my lips before I could prevent it. Death and devastation consumed everything, and those bitches never skipped over children and innocents. No one was safe from their fury. 
 
   “Melody?” Manuel asked in a whisper. I swallowed back my fear and sadness and focused on the task at hand.
 
   “I’m good,” I whispered back. We all separated and began searching the store for any broken doors or windows, and of course for any zombies. I made my way up and down each isle with my handgun drawn and an unreasonable fear that someone was going to be hiding under a shelf saying “they all float down here” and grab my leg. What? Zombies I can handle … killer clowns? Hell no! 
 
   We all met each other near the door of the manager’s office, where they would have all normally exchanged info with the men from the Charlotte base. Once supplies were exchanged, they would have gone back to their bases and met again two weeks later. That had been the routine until over two months ago when the other soldiers never showed. 
 
   “Everything clear?” Both Manuel and I nodded as Jude opened the door to the office. The smell hit us before we all even took a step inside. I gagged and yanked my knife from my sheath. Jude and Manuel spread out, but both seemed instantly aware where the other was so they could watch their backs.
 
    “Christo,” Manuel muttered. His stance changed and he lowered his arm slightly. Jude took a small flashlight from his pocket and flashed it to the corner of the room. There sat a corpse, twice dead and covered in maggots and flies. I gagged again and stepped back out of the doorway to take a deep breath out of the office. When I returned, Manuel and Jude were standing near the corpse, inspecting what was left of the body with the flashlight.
 
   “Soldier. Probably from Charlotte,” Manuel said. “No way to tell how long he has been here, but can’t be longer than a month, since we were here about thirty-four days ago.” He pointed at the corpse’s hand, still holding a handgun. “Looks like he had been bitten and knew what was coming, so he took his own life.” Jude let out a string of obscenities that in other circumstances would have made me raise an eyebrow, but in this instance, I whole heartedly agreed.  
 
   “So, the question is, why was he here after all this time, and most importantly, why was he alone?” Jude wondered, out loud. Manuel shrugged.
 
   “Maybe he wasn’t alone. Maybe he had other men with him, but they left him once he became infected?” I offered up. Manuel snorted. Jude shook his head, his lips in a grim line.
 
   “No, if he had men, they wouldn’t have left him even if he was infected. No man left behind. They would have taken care of the situation for him, not left him here to do it himself and then rot in this office. No way.” Jude stated it as fact. 
 
   “Okay, so he came alone. Why would he risk coming all this way alone to see if you guys would be here?” I asked to no one in particular. 
 
   “He needed help,” Manuel said. 
 
   “Something was wrong,” Jude agreed. I shivered. That couldn’t be good. I glanced back over at the body and cringed at the carnage. Blood and brain matter had been blown all over the desk area and wall behind the soldier when he had blown his brains out to avoid becoming one of the undead. I frowned and stepped closer to the body against my own will. 
 
   “Flash that light over there.” I pointed to the desk behind the body. “There. What’s that?” I asked breathlessly. Manuel reached over and grabbed a piece of paper that had been pinned to the corkboard and splattered with gore. He handed it to Jude. He held the paper out and used the flashlight to try and make out what it said through the dark splatters. 
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   Jude read the words out loud. I sucked in a breath and stepped back out of the room, the heat was stifling and the odor was overpowering. What the hell did Germain mean? Was it the soldier’s name? Someone’s name at the base? The rest I understood well enough. The Charlotte base had been taken over. But by who? It specifically said under siege, not over run. Not good at all. Jude and Manuel came out of the office just as Ghost and Big Ben joined us in the hallway. Jude related everything to the two soldiers. 
 
   “So, what’s the plan now?” I asked. The men all looked at Jude. His fist tightened around the letter he still gripped in his hand and his eyes hardened when he spoke. 
 
   “You are all going to go scout for supplies locally and then head back to base. I’m going to Charlotte.” I wasn’t the only person who had a problem with that order. 
 
   “No way,” I said through gritted teeth.
 
   “You’re crazy, bro. Ain’t no way I’m letting you go and get yourself killed,” Manuel said as he stepped closer to Jude. 
 
   “You’ll all do what I say,” Jude barked out gruffly. 
 
   “Like hell I will,” Manuel ground out, his eyes daring Jude to try and make him. “We’ve been through too much for you to act all macho, pulling rank, and sending me home like a little bitch,” he spat. Jude grabbed Manuel by his shirt and slammed him up against the wall so quickly I let out a yelp. 
 
   “Jude, don’t,” Ghost said, his hand gripping Jude’s should tightly, to keep him from putting more pressure on Manuel’s throat. Jude loosened his grip just enough to let Manuel breath, but his face was still inches from Manuel’s. 
 
   “I will not guide you all into an over run city now that I know our contacts there have been overtaken—probably by some sort of militia. I don’t know what we’d find and I won’t be responsible for leading you all to your deaths … or worse—to your un-deaths.” The muscle in his neck thumped wildly and his eyes bore into Manuel’s. “You will take everyone back to camp. Am I clear?” he snapped. Manuel stared him down for several seconds, his eyes glinting dangerously, before he nodded his agreement. “Good,” Jude breathed before letting him go. 
 
   “So, Captain so-freaking-sure-of-himself, what is your plan if you get into Charlotte safely?” I snapped, drawing Jude’s attention back to me. A muscle in his cheek ticked as he stared at me. I crossed my arms over my chest and raised a brow, waiting. Jude sighed and ran a hand roughly over his face. 
 
   “I’ll dress down into civilian clothes and try to get into the base and see what I can find out. Like, how many soldiers are there, if there are any civilians being held captive, that sort of thing.” I shook my head and smiled. Jude shot a questioning look at me and then over at Ghost, who was also grinning from ear to ear. “What?” he snapped. 
 
   “I hate to break it to you, Jude, but you could wear a pink tutu and call yourself the tooth fairy, but everyone will know you’re military. Changing out of those camo pants and taking off all that gear, sure as hell won’t make a difference.” I smirked when the guys chuckled. “I’d make you as a soldier in a crowd in a heartbeat and I’m not even military. I bet your first word was “hooah”, wasn’t it?” Jude continued to scowl at me, but I pushed on, hoping to get my point across. “I could go with you,” I began. 
 
   “No fucking way, Melody,” Jude growled. I ignored him.
 
   “Now, just listen, Jude,” I chided and held up a hand. “Think about it … a single guy looking like you do, would draw attention immediately. They would peg you as military, or at the very least, a threat before you even got in the door. But, if a civilian couple just happen to be needing shelter, well, we would be able to fly under the radar a little easier, since there would be no way I could be military,” I said coaxingly. Jude’s mouth swung open, but Big Ben cut in.
 
   “She’s got a point, Jude,” he grumbled. “You’d be a lot less suspicious as a couple and you’d also have someone there to watch your back.” Jude narrowed his eyes at the big man, but Ben just shrugged. He’d said his two cents. 
 
   “I agree,” Manuel mumbled. 
 
   “Awe, hell. Not you too,” Jude said with a throw of his arm. Manuel just stared at Jude for a moment before answering. 
 
   “If one of us can’t go with you, she’d be the next best thing … she couldn’t have survived alone like she did without having to be one touch little bitch,” Manuel said with grudging admiration. I smiled my thanks at him, even though he did just call me a bitch. Jude paced back and forth for several moments before he sighed heavily and turned to face us. 
 
   “Okay, she comes with me,” he agreed. “We’ll eat here and then Melody and I will head south on foot, while you all take the vehicle and head into the town west of here to scavenge for the most necessary supplies and then head back to the base by dark.” The men all nodded their heads. “Good. We’ll rendezvous back here in one week at 0800 hours.” We all sat in the toy store together and ate lunch in relative silence, thinking about everything that could go wrong in the next several hours and over the next several days. 
 
   When it was time to go our separate ways, I had to stop myself from giving each of the guys a hug, it seemed my girliness showed itself at the worst times. I opted, instead, for a handshake. 
 
   “Alright, you guys head out first and we’ll follow in a few minutes,” Jude said. Manuel held my gaze and I nodded at him in understanding. I would do my best to watch Jude’s back and bring him back safely. It was an odd feeling to think I was going to be responsible for someone else’s safety besides my own for once. It wasn’t an entirely pleasant feeling. 
 
   “One week at 0800 hours,” Manuel said as he clasped Jude’s arm. Jude nodded.
 
   “One week at 0800 hours,” he confirmed, with a smile. 
 
   And just like that, we were alone and without a vehicle in the middle of an abandoned Toys-R-Us with an uncertain future sprawled out before us.
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   “How long do you think it will take us to get to Charlotte on foot?” I asked as we walked down the highway side-by-side, both of us hot and sweaty from keeping to a brisk pace for over three hours. Jude shrugged and I groaned. 
 
   “Best guess would be about ten hours of uninterrupted walking, but if I take in consideration stopping for breaks and light meals and that I have a civilian with me, I’d say at least twelve hours.” I glanced up at the sky and frowned. If that was the case, then we would walking once darkness fell. Jude noticed my look and smirked. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan on walking in the darkness. We’ll walk until it begins to get dark and then we’ll try to find a secure location to sleep until early morning,” he explained. I smiled at him through gritted teeth. Would have been good to know earlier. 
 
   So far we’d lucked out and had only run into small clusters of zombies on our walk. If nothing else, Jude and I made a very effective zombie elimination team. He moved opposite me, his body attuned to my movements as we took on several zombies at once. It was uncanny, but it was very reassuring. As long as we didn’t get cornered or overrun by too many, we were virtually unstoppable. 
 
   We slowly approached a particularly cluttered part of highway, instantly on the alert for zombies and other hazards. I instinctually moved toward Jude, finding comfort in the fact that I knew he would have my back no matter how hairy any situation got. We passed several cars with their doors standing open wide, abandoned by whoever had initially inhabited them to travel on foot. Cars and trucks were all parked haphazardly along the stretch of highway bumper-to-bumper. The eerie line up caused the hairs on my neck to prickle in uneasiness. Ahead of us by about half a mile, I could see a huge semi-truck turned over on its side sprawled across the highway with several vehicles rammed into and around it. I could suddenly imagine with severe clarity how the scene must have unfolded during the accident. People in a panic, trying to drive their families out of whatever town or city they’d fled from only to watch helplessly as the huge eighteen wheeler lost control, either by accident, or as a result of the virus, but for whatever reason the truck flipped over, causing a massive pile up on the south-bound highway. 
 
   My hand ran along the side of an empty minivan. Had the van held a family with little children? I didn’t peer into the window to find out. I didn’t want to know. Did zombies immediately attack this area during the traffic back up, or did the people get away on foot for the time being? No way to know. I blew out a weary breath and moved along with Jude, who was as silent as death beside me. 
 
   When we finally made it to the semi, I shivered. Not a single zombie so far and for that, I was grateful. Jude caught my eye and we both smiled at each other … the worst of this stretch was over. We headed around the back end of the semi, glad to get out of the jumbled graveyard of vehicles. As soon as we cleared the bumper, we both knew what a mistake it had been to think we’d lucked out. Luck never was a friend of mine. 
 
   Nearly a dozen zombies in different states of decay were standing near the over turned truck in their trademark, shut down mode. As soon as we stepped into their line of vision, they all snapped out of it and turned to face us. 
 
   “This is going to be fun,” Jude muttered out of the side of his mouth. A strangled giggle escaped my lips. Fun, yeah, that’s what we’d call it. “Try not to use your gun if at all possible and stay close to me,” Jude said as his eyes hardened. I nodded, unable to form any words. 
 
   We moved quickly, slashing and hacking our way through engorged flesh and bone like a couple of macabre butchers. Six overly ripe corpse hit the pavement with a splat before we had even made it a dozen feet. Bile rose in the back of my throat as the putrid aroma of rotting flesh and rancid fluids tickled the roof of my mouth and coated my taste buds. I drew back my arm and shoved my blade through the eye socket of a short and impossibly thin zombie, ignoring the fact that the zombie was wearing a jean skirt, hello kitty tee, and had probably been someone’s teen daughter. 
 
   As soon as she fell, another zombie, faster and much fatter, took her place. It grabbed out to snatch my arm, trying to sink its rotting teeth into me. I used the zombie’s own forward momentum, snagging it by the coat sleeve, and pulling it so hard that the zombie stumbled and fell to the pavement when I swiveled out of the way. I stomped with all my might into the zombies face, feeling its skull give way beneath my booted foot until there was nothing but putrefied mush squished into the pavement. I was so busy making sure the zombie on the ground didn’t get back up, that I missed the one who had come up behind me in the chaos. I turned swiftly only to come face-to-face with a zombie so swollen with fluids and rot that it could have been someone’s sick portrayal of zombies immortalized as a wax figurine. Its eyes were so unnervingly opaque that I had no idea how it could see. Its skin glistened in the sunlight, white and waxy and stretched so tautly across the corpse’s liquefied insides, that I was surprised into immobility. 
 
   The undead man didn’t hesitate like I did, however—his hunger for human flesh motivated him to try with all his might to rip into me. Surprised by his quickness, I jumped back, only to slip on the mess of zombie goo I’d made and land on my ass right in the middle of it … losing my knife in the process. I moved quickly, scrambling backward to get away, but the zombie was already right on top of me. I fumbled for my gun, trying to get it free with my hand covered in slimy zombie insides, but I wasn’t quick enough. I lunged back again, just as the zombie’s mouth opened and a gurgle of sour zombie breath coated my shoulder. A scream clawed its way up my throat just as the zombie stilled for a fraction of a second with his mouth hanging open before a fountain of blood and mushy zombie innards spewed forth with a pop, coating every inch of me from the neck down. In shock, I looked up into the face of the zombie, barely noting the long blade poking through his eye inches away from me. 
 
   “Are you alright?” Jude pushed the grotesquely bloated body to the side and held out a hand. I grabbed onto it and let him pull me from the pile of muck. “Were you bit?” he asked quickly, searching my face. I shook my head, and glanced around at the bodies strewn all over the place. I felt light headed as I slowly raised my hands up in front of myself. I looked at the gore and guts coating my arms in a detached sort of fascination. 
 
   “We should probably get moving, Melody,” Jude said gently. I nodded again, never taking my eyes off of my arms. I turned slowly and glanced back at the mess I was just sitting in and realized how very close I’d been to getting killed. My head began to buzz as I pitched forward and vomited until my stomach hurt from the pain of it. Jude rubbed my back the entire time, but I didn’t hear whatever it was he was murmuring. When nothing was left except a headache, Jude help me to my feet. He held my blade out to me and I muttered my thanks. We both began walking again, glad to put the semi and all its newly redecorated scenery behind us as quickly as possible. 
 
   “I need to find somewhere to try and get cleaned up,” I said once we were half an hour further down the road. Jude nodded, glancing at the mess that was caked all over me. 
 
   “We should take a quick rest anyway. We only have another hour or two before we should begin searching for a place to hole up for the night. There is a small town up an exit that we’ll head for. Hopefully it won’t be overrun by zombies or any of the violent groups of survivors I’ve run into in the past,” Jude said. “Let’s stop over there.” He pointed over to what looked like it had once been one of those road-side produce. I nodded and picked up my pace to keep up with him. When we were pretty sure it was safe, we walked around to the back of the stand where there was shade and sat our backpacks down. 
 
   “Here.” I glanced up from my intense hand-scrubbing with half a bottle of sanitizer and took a men’s white tank top from Jude with a frown. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Jude gave me a look and then jerked the bottle of sanitizer out of my hand. “Hey!” I protested. 
 
   “Take off your shirt,” Jude ordered. I raised a brow in shock. 
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked incredulously. Jude clucked his tongue and the sighed.
 
   “Listen, that sanitizer isn’t going to help get all that nasty crap off of you,” he said slowly. “Take off your shirt and I’ll help you clean off with some water, then you can put on the tank top.” I shut my mouth and frowned. 
 
   “Believe me, Melody, I want you clean more than you do. No offense, but you smell like shit.” He held up a hand and shrugged as if he were just stating facts. He was right of course, my own stench was beginning to make me want to throw up again. I had to get clean. “Besides,” he said with a wicked glint in his eye, “it’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before.” My face flamed and he chuckled. I really didn’t have a choice. I needed help to get even a little clean. I began pulling my shirt up, realizing right away that it had pretty much adhered itself to my skin as it dried when we were walking. Just freaking great. I yanked roughly away from my skin and then pulled it slowly over my head, trying not to get any chunks or dried flakes of zombie guts in my hair. 
 
   Jude took a cloth and a bottle of water out of his pack. He poured water over my hands as I rubbed them together and then over my arms. He poured a stream of water on the back and front of my neck and I shivered when his hand gently washed my neck and shoulder area. I didn’t dare look him in the eyes as he helped me get clean. I would have probably died in mortification. When he poured water over my chest, thankfully letting me wash myself there, I felt him shift away from me just a bit. My sad, gray bra was thoroughly soaked, but at least it was still wearable for the time being. Jude held out the small cloth to me silently. I glanced up at him from beneath my lashes and saw a look of tenderness and longing flash across his face before he caught me looking. The look was replaced by a smirk and a cool, detached gaze. 
 
   “You know this could almost be one of my fantasies … if I could just focus on the wet tee shirt contest part of my fantasy and forget the puddle of zombie guts,” he mentioned casually. I rolled my eyes and began drying off as best I could before yanking Jude’s white tank top over my head. It was too big, but it would work and on the plus side it didn’t reek of noxious zombie guts. On the down side … it smelled of Jude.
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   We walked several miles until we found an exit leading into a small, podunk, town named Pineville. As we moved quietly and quickly through the quiet town, I couldn’t help but have a small flash back to the day I’d done the same when I had made my way back into Midtown a few days after my dad was killed. This town felt the same except it was quieter and there were a ton of decomposing bodies in cars, bodies in the streets and an overall feeling of entering the twilight zone. I was not feeling very welcome in Pineville. 
 
   “Where are all the zombies?” I asked as we ducked behind a small car parked on the side of a burned-out gas station. 
 
   “Are you complaining about not finding any?” Jude asked softly. I shrugged.
 
   “I just think it’s odd we have seen a single walking corpse in the entire town,” I said uneasily. Jude nodded and then glanced at the sky.
 
   “Let’s find a place for the night. We’ll get out of here at first light,” he said quickly. Sounded good to me. I would be glad to leave Pineville far behind us. 
 
   “There,” I said. “That’s where we should stay.” I pointed my finger at the building a little ways down from us and Jude smiled broadly when he saw it. 
 
   “It’s perfect,” he agreed. “Let’s go.”
 
   We approached the used bookstore quietly, waiting for something, anything really, to happen. When nothing did, we found a back entrance and entered the building warily. The place was a mess. Old blood was smeared across a wall and even splattered the old wooden floorboards, but the tiny bookstore was mostly clean and the windows were already boarded up. It was uninhabited, and more importantly, not likely to be raided by anyone looking to scavenge for supplies. As soon as we secured the back door and made sure the front was secure, we went to work making the room as fortified and safe as possible before we settled in for the night. It wasn’t long before the room was too dark to work in. Jude pulled three small candles out of his pack and put them on top of an over turned bookcase close to the ancient looking brown sofa we’d been ecstatic to find in the store. It’s the little things that cause excitement now. 
 
   Jude walked over to the front door and checked the area for the tenth time that night. We pushed a large bookshelf up against the door to be extra careful, but he still checked everything several times more before he came over and plopped down on the sofa next to me. 
 
   “I figure we have about six hours of walking ahead of us tomorrow,” Jude said. “That’s if we don’t run into any more major problems.” I unstrapped my gun and sat it on the floor close by, along with my backpack and other weapons. I didn’t dare take my boots off. 
 
   “Oh, I forgot!” I jumped off the sofa and pulled my treasure out of my backpack. “Look at what I found,” I said with a huge grin. Jude smiled and reached out, taking a can from me. One bottle of water, one can of coke, and one bag of skittles.  
 
   “Where’d you find this?” he asked. 
 
   “Under the cash register there was a mini fridge. This was all that was in it,” I answered. I popped the top to the coke and sighed at the familiar sound. Jude started laughing when I moaned after taking a tiny sip. I held it out to him and he hesitated a second before taking the drink from me. 
 
   “I don’t have cooties, Agent,” I said sarcastically. Jude snorted and took a sip of the coke. 
 
   “Mmm, I missed that,” he said softly. I grinned and rammed my shoulder into his. 
 
   “This is your lucky day. I don’t share my skittles with just any guy,” I said jokingly. Jude’s smile grew wicked as I handed him all the green and orange skittles. 
 
   “Glad to hear it, Mel.” His voice was husky and I refused to look at him. I couldn’t … not with the way things were. I just didn’t want to set myself up for more heartache. We finished sharing the soda and candy in silence. It wasn’t awkward though, it felt companionable and I was glad to have someone with me in the darkness for once. Jude shifted and sat forward. “We should probably get some rest,” he murmured. I nodded, already yawning behind my hand. 
 
   “How should we do this?” I asked softly. He glanced over at me and winked. I snorted and rolled my eyes, which only made him grin wider. 
 
   “I’ll take the floor, you can have the couch,” he said after a moment. I frowned.
 
   “That hardly seems fair to you,” I said. Jude looked around himself and then took one of the throw pillows and situated it just right before laying back on the couch, in a half-sitting position. He crooked his finger at me. His eyes were half laughing, half mocking. Jerk. His eyes widened when I shifted my body and fit myself sideways into the crook of his arm, my head resting on his chest, my arm flung across his waist. His laugh rumbled his chest, which heated up my cheeks. 
 
   “You are full of surprises Melody Carter,” he murmured against the top of my head.
 
   “What about you, Jude? What’s your story?” I asked. “Where were you when all the crap hit the fan?” Jude shifted beneath me and sighed. 
 
   “If I told you, I’d have to kill you,” he muttered. I snorted. 
 
   “How old are you?” I countered. 
 
   “I just turned twenty-five,” he answered. 
 
   “Old man,” I joked. He huffed. 
 
   “And how old are you, Melody? About twenty-two?” he asked. I hissed. 
 
   “I’ll be twenty very soon,” I answered. 
 
   “Oh shit, you’re just a baby,” he gasped, sounding horrified. I smiled against his chest. Let him chew on that for a while. 
 
   “Sometimes I feel so much older,” I whispered seriously. His arm tightened around me. He was quiet for several moments. 
 
   “I was waiting for my fiancé at the airport the night everything went crazy,” he said sadly. I stiffened. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Jude,” I said gently. 
 
   “It’s okay. Sometimes it seems like so long ago now.” He sighed deeply. “We should get some sleep.” I nodded. 
 
   “Goodnight, Jude,” I murmured. 
 
   “Goodnight, Mel.” My eyelids grew heavy and I was almost immediately lulled to sleep by Jude’s warm embrace and his rhythmic heartbeat. 
 
   “Melody.” I groaned and turned over, pulling myself tighter into a ball. “Melody, we need to get moving,” Jude’s voice snapped me out of my left over sleep and I sprung from the couch. “Easy,” he whispered. “Everything’s okay.” I pushed my hair back out of my face and glanced up at Jude, standing next to the couch. He looked … different. I blinked and rubbed my eyes. 
 
   “Am I dreaming?” Jude sighed and threw a wad of clothing on my lap. 
 
   “Get dressed, smart ass. I hope I was right with the sizes,” he said. I raised a brow and finally noticed what it was he’d handed me. A pair of jeans, a dark green tee shirt with the Green Lantern insignia on the front, and a … bra? I raised a brow and blushed. Jude raked his hands through his hair. “I thought you might need a new one after getting drenched in zombie juices yesterday, so I went scavenging for us,” he muttered by way of explanation. His eyes were looking everywhere but at me. He was embarrassed. How cute, I thought. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly. He nodded and walked around toward the back of the room. 
 
   “I’ll wait over here for you.” I got dressed quickly, more than a little surprised that everything fit me well, including the cute, pale blue bra. I grabbed my backpack and met Jude a moment later. He had traded his army pants and tee for a pair of blue jeans and a black tee shirt. He almost looked normal … in a smoking hot sort of way. 
 
   “You realize once we make it to Charlotte, we will probably die,” Jude mentioned as he turned to me. My jaw tightened as I looked at him, searching his eyes. 
 
   “I’m not going to let that happen,” I answered truthfully. Jude’s eyes sparkled and his mouth turned up in a crooked grin. 
 
   “I didn’t think you would.” He nodded his head over his shoulder as he stepped closer to me. “There’s four undead right outside we’ll have to go through to get out of here,” he said seriously. I reached for my knife, but Jude grabbed my hand and pulled me against his chest. My eyes widened and my eyes immediately sought his. 
 
   “Don’t hit me, but there’s something I’ve been meaning to do,” he muttered just before his lips crashed down to mine. I stiffened in shock, but that didn’t last long, not with Jude working wicked, black magic on my lips. I melted into him, my hand going up to wrap around the back of his neck, to pull him closer. When he was done, he pulled back slowly, his eyes glazed in passion. I was breathing hard. “If I die now, I’ll die a happy man,” he whispered against my temple as he placed a gentle kiss there. He stepped back and left me standing there in a bit of a daze. “You ready to kill some zombies?” he asked after a second. Zombies? Sure, what the hell … get kissed senseless and then take on some undead. All in a normal day. I picked up my knife and felt its familiar weight in my hand. I felt anticipation rise. 
 
   “What do you think?” I asked with a cocky grin. 
 
   “Let’s do this, then.” Jude threw the door open and we both rushed out. The zombies never even had a chance. 
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   The zombie activity grew increasingly more pronounced as we came closer to the city limits of Charlotte. We had probably killed over two dozen zombies since we left Pineville in the early morning hours, no groups larger than four or five though, so they were easily enough dispatched between the two of us. We passed a larger group of zombies about an hour outside of Charlotte, but we avoided the group by keeping our movements as quiet as possible as we ducked behind a myriad of abandoned vehicles on the road leading out of Charlotte—a sinister reminder that we were definitely headed the wrong direction. Smarter people would have turned back at that point. 
 
   The coup de grâce should have been the smell, the overwhelming, choking smog of death and putrefaction emanating from the city, but even if that didn’t deter people from entering the city … the sounds should have. The noise coming from the city at first sounded like a single sound, unified, like an enormous white noise emitter. But when we got closer to the city, we realized that what we were hearing was the sounds of thousands of shuffling feet, thousands of undead mouths open in a death scream, only to exude rattling moans and gurgles. It was a terrifying and sobering realization. 
 
   “So, what’s the plan?” I asked once we made it passed another large group of wandering zombies, just inside of the city limits. Jude crouched down beside me and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
   “I’m not sure, Mel. Maybe this was a bad idea. I don’t want to get you killed on a mission that is doomed to failure,” he sighed and rammed his knife into the ground between his feet. “How the fuck can anyone be living in that?” he asked through gritted teeth, his eyes searching mine. I’d been thinking the same thing, but I didn’t want to be the one to say it. 
 
   “Where’s the base supposed to be located?” I asked instead. 
 
   “Not far from here, but it might as well be miles with all these undead fuckers walking around.” His eyes searched the area around us, making sure we weren’t going to be spotted. “Jesus, the sound alone would have driven me insane a long time ago.” I agreed, but there had to be a somewhat safe way to enter the base, or they would have tried to move the survivors from there a long time back. Of course, even if we did happen to make it to the base, who’s to say the people there would even let us in? For all we knew, they’d leave us out in the open and ring a dinner bell for the zombies. 
 
   “We have to try,” I said after a moment. Jude’s jaw tightened as he jerked his knife out of the ground. “Even if there is only the slimmest chance that there are soldiers or civilian survivors there being held captive … we have to try and help them. My dad would have helped them.” Jude watched me as I spoke. I lifted my chin. “I have to try,” I said resolutely. Jude nodded, but he didn’t like it. That’s okay, he didn’t have to like it. 
 
   “Alright, G. I. Jane.” 
 
   Jude chuckled under his breath when I punched him in the arm. “Let’s go and try not to get killed, okay?” 
 
   “I’ll do my best, Agent,” I answered softly. 
 
   “The building is supposed to be exactly half a mile that way,” Jude said as he pointed into the city. I poked my head over the hood of the car we were squatted behind and winced. Right into the center of a mess of zombies. Vehicles were bumper to bumper as far as the eye could see, on every street, bodies lay strewn all over the place, and zombies walked in between it all … some of them were shoulder-to-shoulder with what looked like hundreds of their undead brethren. The further you looked into the city, the zombie population became even denser. 
 
   “The secret base is located beneath an old toy factory there.” What was with all the secret locations and toys? I grimaced. Creepy. 
 
   “So, what’s the plan again?” I asked.
 
   “Run like hell?” Jude offered. That might actually be closer to the truth than either of us wanted to admit. 
 
   “You see how they’re clustered?” I asked as I squinted against the sun. Jude nodded. 
 
   “Some are in small groups or loners, but most of them are clustered in larger groups of twenty or more,” he said. I shook my head and pointed at the group closest to us. 
 
   “Yeah, but do you see where the larger groups are clustered?” I asked. Jude looked from group to group, his forehead crinkling in thought. His eyes widened fractionally. 
 
   “They are grouped together in the shadiest areas,” he murmured, thoughtfully. He moved to the other end of the vehicle and searched over the trunk of the vehicle, scoping out the area. “We might have a better chance if we can find areas like that one.” He pointed to a long spot of road and abandoned cars where only a few straggler zombies milled about in the heat of the day. “If we can move quickly, kill quickly, and get really fucking lucky, we might be able to make it to the factory by keeping to the sunniest areas.” I nodded my head. It was the best plan we had. I joined Jude at the back of the car and peeked over to the spot we were going to be running for. There were still half a dozen zombie between us and the first stretch of zombie-free zones. Not only that, once the zombies in the shade caught sight of us, being in the sunlight wouldn’t save us. We had to move quickly and there would be no room for error. 
 
   Jude held up a hand and counted down from three. Three … two … one … and we were running. My heart tripped out a frantic beat, the noise of the zombies in the city was drowned out by the blood rushing in my ears as we began our dangerous game of Russian roulette with zombies instead of bullets. Jude ran ahead of me, his knife finding the skull of a lumbering zombie halfway to the first patch of sunlight. Two more came after him and we both drove our knives into their skulls as quickly as possible before resuming our sprint across the road, weaving between cars and bodies. I didn’t dare look behind me as we ran, I couldn’t risk taking my eyes off of where we were going and I didn’t really want to know if any zombies were already following us. 
 
   Jude jumped up onto the top of a small car and landed on the other side to take down a female zombie who looked like it hadn’t fed since she’d been turned. I jumped on the roof, but my foot got caught halfway across. I landed hard on the roof, wondering how in the hell I’d gotten tripped up. I hadn’t. A zombie who must have been nearby or even in the car had grabbed my leg and was pulling me with the strength of a linebacker toward him, his mouth open with slushy green juices oozing down the front of his torn and tattered button up shirt. I raised my free booted foot and kicked him in the face three times, hearing bones crunch and rotten flesh squish, before his hold on me faltered. When he let go, I nearly screamed when Jude grabbed me by my arms to pull me the rest of the way across the little car. 
 
   “Are you done playing with the nice zombie?” Jude asked, breathing hard. I snorted as we began running once again. We ran full out, only pausing when a zombie got in our way. Run. Kill. Run. Kill. We were moving along quickly, but we were still pretty far from our destination. Jude drove his knife across the throat of a zombie as I rammed mine into the skull of one of his buddies. Another zombie materialized from behind a van and made his way toward Jude. I opened my mouth to tell him to watch out when, like out of the scene of a horror movie, zombies began pouring out from behind the van. Jude swiveled and I saw his eyes widen. I kicked the zombie off of my blade and stabbed a zombie close to me in the back of the neck. Jude sliced into a zombie and removed his knife just in time to ram it into the eye of another zombie. I made it to his side in time to find ourselves being corralled by a dozen or more zombies. 
 
   “Jude. On top of the cars,” I shouted. Jude nodded and as he slid his knife across the throat of two zombies and then pushed a huge zombie into four more closing in on us. 
 
   “Go!” he shouted. I jumped at his command and propelled myself up on the hood of a rusty, blue car. Jude shoved his knife into the skull of another zombie and I kicked one coming up behind him in the face, caving in its mushy face. 
 
   “Jude, now!” I screamed. I began running, jumping from hood to bumper, hoping Jude was right behind me. I couldn’t stop, couldn’t glance back, afraid I’d lose my footing and land on the ground at the feet of the zombie horde. I could hear the zombies, their tormented sounds getting closer, their shuffling growing louder as they worked themselves into a frenzy at the prospect of a fresh, midday meal. 
 
   Up ahead, I saw a large, run-down, factory and nearly wept from the sight. My elation was quickly grounded though, when I realized the entire perimeter of the factory was closed off by a high chain link fence with barbed wire gracing the top. I came to a spot in my car jumping where I wouldn’t be able to make the next jump. When I got to it, I jump down to the asphalt and quickly turned, glad to find Jude just a car jump behind me. His eyes scanned the factory behind me and I knew the moment his eyes found what I had. Absolute devastation was plain to read on his face. 
 
   “Keep moving, Mel,” Jude shouted as he jumped down from the car. I turned quickly and kept the gate to the factory in my line of vision, praying to God we’d be able to find a way in … and quickly. I cleared the corner of the only building left between us and the factory, my legs trembling from the pace we’d run at, when a zombie flew out of nowhere and knocked me to the ground. I scrambled back, pulling my gun out of its sheath on my leg. I held the tiny zombie off of me, but didn’t realize for a few precious seconds that I’d begun crying as soon as I realized that the zombie now trying to tear my throat out was a toddler, no older than three or four when he’d been turned. His body was a grotesque reminder of everything that was wrong in my new world, of everything that I’d tried to block from my mind and memories the last two years. The tiny tot-zombie gnashed his teeth in agitation and hunger as it strained against my hold. I lifted my gun and a sob escaped my throat. The zombie was ripped off me as I lay there, useless for the first time in a very long time. I turned my head as Jude put the undead child down. Jude pulled me to my feet and shook me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I nodded. “Good, cause we have problems,” Jude said as he grabbed my hand and jerked me toward the fence. We both landed against the shut the gate, hoping the chains would be faulty, or someone would come out of nowhere and let us in. Instead, just around the corner, in an alleyway we couldn’t have seen from the direction we’d just come from, dozens upon dozens of zombies stood in an almost-silent stupor in the shade of the building. Their rattling breaths and moans were the only things that gave them away.
 
   “Oh shit,” I whispered. 
 
   “Yeah, that about sums it up,” Jude whispered back. I pulled my gun out and put my knife in my left hand. “Melody … move quietly and slowly. See the side of the fence down that alleyway behind us?” I nodded, my breathing growing labored as I realized exactly how far up a creek we really were. And now it looked like were going to try and get into the factory perimeter through a side gate. Of course, the gate was down a little alleyway, which would make us cornered if the gate didn’t open there. We didn’t even have to make the choice. Dozens of zombies approached the area from where we had run and their frenzied noise and movement immediately roused the slumbering zombies in the shadow-darkened alleyway. 
 
   “Move!” Jude yelled. I didn’t hesitate. I ran full out, my legs pumping for everything I was worth, one hand gripping my blade, the other gripping my handgun. We ran up against the smaller gate and rebounded off of it. Locked. 
 
   I turned in time to see my greatest nightmare come to visit me in broad daylight. Zombies poured into the alleyway, blocking out our only escape and blocking out our only hope. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mel,” Jude said as he pulled his gun off of his back. 
 
   “Don’t be,” I said softly, blinking back my tears. “The kiss wasn’t that bad,” I said with a grin. Jude snorted, shook his head, and then propped his gun up on his shoulder. I began squeezing off rounds, standing next to Jude as he made head shots one after another. Ten, twenty, thirty, undead dropped before us, but they seemed to multiply rather than diminish in numbers. When my gun was empty, I dropped it and pulled my knife out in front of me, waiting. It wasn’t long before the zombies advanced further and Jude dropped his empty gun next to mine. 
 
   If anything would be said of us when we were gone, it would have been that we went out kicking undead ass and not caring about taking names. As a team we were something beautifully terrifying to behold. I lost count of how many face, necks, and skulls my blade sliced through. Eventually my arm was numb of feeling and I only slashed out purely out of habit. I couldn’t feel where my blade ended and my arm began. The pile of undead in front of us grew large and somewhere in the back of my addled mind, I wondered if we would become buried beneath the rotting corpses and smothered to death rather than getting bitten. Wouldn’t that just suck? About that time I began laughing. Jude jumped beside me, the sound foreign and out of place in our world of slicing and dicing. 
 
   I dropped a zombie, but two more took its place before me. My chest hurt, my arms hurt, and I was so tired. We were fighting a fruitless war and we both knew it. Out of some perverse sense of preservation I had kept fighting this long, but I didn’t want to fight anymore. I glanced over and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jude still fighting, his arm moved so quickly I could barely make it out, his face was that of an avenging angel and I was instantly sorry we didn’t have more time. I sliced through the forehead of a girl in front of me and then … I just stopped. I watched in some sort of sick fascination as two zombies bumbled over the mound of bodies in front of me as I put my knife back in my boot. 
 
   “Melody! What the fuck are you doing?” Jude screamed at me, his voice full of terror. I blinked back tears, but I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. I closed my eyes. 
 
   “I’m sorry, daddy,” I whispered. I’d been a survivor long enough. 
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   When arms wrapped around me, I felt peace wash over me. I’d done enough, hadn’t I? Arms banded about my waist and jerked me back. I felt myself being pulled and I heard Jude yelling … but no bites came. When the shots came, I opened my eyes and found I was on the other side of the fence. Men in army fatigues had Jude on the ground, his face was in the gravel and his eyes bore into mine, accusingly. I went to move, but my arms had been pulled behind me and a large guy was there holding me in place. More shots echoed behind me.
 
   “Let me go,” I said through gritted teeth. “I need to check on him.” The guy behind me snorted and held my arms tighter. 
 
   “Let’s get them inside, before these zombies work themselves into more of a frenzy,” someone ordered from next to me. 
 
   “You don’t have to treat us like criminals,” I snarled. The man who held me pulled me closer to his body and I immediately stiffened in his grasp. 
 
   “Sweetheart, no offense, but we don’t know you and you have to cleared of any bites before we let you free of restraints. Just be glad I know how to treat a lady and didn’t put cuffs on you like your boyfriend over there.” His southern twang caressed my cheek, and I shied away from his proximity, though I didn’t think he was trying to intimidate me. He was just stating facts. I nodded my understanding. “That’s a good girl,” he said approvingly. 
 
   “Good girl, my ass,” I muttered beneath my breath. I thought I heard the muscle head behind me chuckle, but I couldn’t be sure. I was still so weak-kneed from our run, almost death, and prompt rescue that I probably would have fallen into a heap on the ground if the guy behind me wasn’t halfway holding me up as we walked into the factory. 
 
   The inside of the factory was just what I imagined it would be—creepy. Unused machines sat collecting dust while broken parts of toys littered the floor and work spaces. Besides clowns scaring the bejeesus out of me, old dolls were a close second. Walking through an abandoned room with doll parts everywhere was going to seriously take some major therapy. I chuckled and felt everyone walking tense up. Wow, these guys needed to lighten up a bit. We were led into the back of the factory and then into what I could have only imagined used to be a small cleaning supply storage room. In the back of the room a door opened and we were shuffled down a small flight of stairs where we waited while a large door was unlocked. Down another flight of stair the next room opened up into a large holding area. Holding area with a few cells and two small, windowless rooms, that is. 
 
   “Put him in that room, the girl in the other.” Jude’s eyes met mine and I tried to smile reassuringly, but my heart was nearly pounding out of my chest. I didn’t have my gun and I was pretty sure my knife had been taken as soon as we were pulled into the fenced in area outside. I’d never felt so vulnerable. Jude was shoved into a room and I heard someone grunt out an order for him to strip down. I swallowed back the fear rising up in my throat and only barely kept from panicking. The large guy I’d yet to see, led me into the small room and turned on a small light hanging above the room from a cord. The light swayed back and forth illuminating a chair and a drain in the floor. Along with a hose hanging on the far wall. 
 
   “This should be interesting,” someone said from the doorway. I shivered involuntarily and the man behind me stiffened. 
 
   “What should be?” he snapped out at the two men standing there with their eyes on me. 
 
   “Oh, come on, Tex. You’re not going to keep all that to yourself are you?” The guys leered from where they stood and I could feel the shame of what they were insinuating wash over me. I also felt Tex vibrating in barely-repressed anger near me. 
 
   “Get the fuck out,” he growled over my shoulder. I shivered and a small sound of fear escaped my lips. One guy turned and left immediately, but a tall, pale skinned guy with shaggy blond hair curled his lip and stood there a moment longer, staring daggers at us before turning and muttering curses beneath his breath. Tex let go of my arms and walked over to the door to lock it. He ran a hand through his dark brown hair before turning back to me. His eyes found mine and they looked apologetic, but I still didn’t trust him … not even a little. 
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about this, but it needs to be done.” He walked over and stood in front of me. “Please strip down to just your bra and panties.” I flinched and he sighed. “I really am sorry. But, believe me, it’s better me than one of those other guys. I won’t hurt you. I just need to run some water over you and make sure you haven’t been bitten before we take you any further into the compound,” he explained. I stared at him a moment longer and then glanced over at the door. “They won’t be coming in. I don’t think any of them would hurt you, but taking advantage of your situation doesn’t set right with me. We don’t get many women coming into the city,” he said. 
 
   I nodded and grabbed the hem of my shirt. Get it over quickly. Don’t think about it. He was right … it could have been a lot worse … especially if that slimy-eyed guy had been the one in the room with me. I was shocked when Tex turned around to give me some semblance of privacy. Shocked and grateful. I pulled my dirty, gore-splattered shirt over my head and then unbuttoned my jeans with shaking fingers. I moaned from the stiffness in my arm when I picked up my clothing from the floor. Tex swung around, his eyes wide and his hand going to his gun. I froze and tried to smile, but failed miserably. 
 
   “Sorry, my arm feels like hell right now,” I said softly. His body relaxed a bit and he let out a breath. 
 
   “I thought there for a minute …” I winced. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said peevishly. He grinned and I found myself smiling back at a guy I didn’t know while standing in bare room in my panties and covered in filth and rot. I straightened fully and sat my clothing on the only chair in the small room. I walked toward the center of the room and met Tex’s eyes. His jaw clenched and he ran another hand through his hair before he walked over and removed the hose from the wall and turned it on. 
 
   “Please hold your arms out. We’ll start there,” he said softly. I nodded and did as I was told. The water was frigid and I gasped when it hit my skin. 
 
   “Sorry,” he murmured. He grasped my arm and ran his rough palms up and down my arms, rubbing away the muck, to find clean skin beneath. His eyes searched my arms and then my hands for any broken skin. He inspected my hands, running his fingers over my right palm gently. “You’ve roughened your right palm from using your knife and gun often,” he said as he met my stare. I tilted my chin and raised a brow. 
 
   “I have taken care of myself for a long time now,” I answered. He smiled with a look of admiration. 
 
   “This is going to be cold,” he said as way of apology. Then he held the hose over my head. I squealed. 
 
   “Holy shit, that’s freezing,” I gasped. He chuckled and let the stream of water run over me to wash away the worse of the gunk that coated me. Pretty soon the water felt good. “I’m pretty sure I have zombie in my hair,” I moaned. Tex laughed loudly, making me jump. I opened my eyes and met his shining ones. 
 
   “Nothing sexier than zombies chunks in a girl’s hair,” he said with a wink. I laughed and did my best to get it all out. “Here, let me.” His hands ran through my hair and he felt my scalp, I assumed to check for lacerations. 
 
   “If you had some soap and shampoo, I just might marry you,” I said with a laugh. Tex stiffened and I was sorry for saying something so stupid to someone I didn’t even know. “I was joking,” I said softly. Tex smiled sadly and then ran his hands along my shoulders and back and then had me lift my legs to check for bites on either one. 
 
   “Looks like you’re good to go,” he said after a moment. He walked over to a small cabinet and pulled out a towel, white tee, and drawstring pants that would barely fit me. He grabbed my filthy clothes off of the chair. “I’ll be sure you get these back,” he promised with a wink. “Go ahead and dry off and get dressed,” he said, turning his back to me once again. I dried and dressed quickly, wondering if I should push my luck and ask Tex about what was going on in the compound. Would he tell me anything? I wasn’t sure and even though he seemed like a decent guy, I still couldn’t trust him just yet. 
 
   “You’re not old enough to be military, but the way you handled yourself out there …” Tex trailed of and I froze as I was tying the pants around my waist. Keep to the truth as much as possible, I reminded myself. 
 
   “My dad was military. He taught me well,” I said after a moment. Tex nodded his head, accepting that. It was the truth after all. 
 
   “And your friend out there?” he asked softly. My heart sped up. Tex turned to face me, his eyes assessing and searching my face. 
 
   “Jude? Jude was army for two years before the outbreak,” I answered with a shrug. That’s the story we came up with. It was believable … saying Jude wasn’t military at all just wouldn’t fly. He was a soldier and anyone would be able to see that. We just had to make them think he had nothing to do with any military anymore. Tex stared at me a moment longer before he turned and put a hand on the door knob. 
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked with his back to me. 
 
   “Melody,” I answered quietly. 
 
   “Let’s go, Melody. Hope you’re ready for this,” he muttered cryptically. I followed Tex back out into the hallway. Jude was there wearing the same nondescript clothing I was, of course his pants fit him better than mine did. He strode to my side, his eyes never leaving Tex’s. 
 
   “You okay?” he asked harshly. I nodded and moved closer to him. Jude turned to face Tex and they squared off, each one sizing each other up, Jude clearly making it known I was off limits and he better not have tried anything. Jude looked ready to rip Tex’s head off, but Tex just stood there, his bulk speaking for him and his eyes bored with Jude’s show. I put a hand on Jude’s arm and squeezed. 
 
   “I’m fine, Jude. He didn’t hurt me or get out of line,” I whispered. His arm stiffened beneath my touch and then his entire body relaxed, but just barely. 
 
   “If you’re ready now?” Tex drawled with a raised brow. He turned and walked to another door. Jude reached an arm around my waist and pulled me closer to his side. 
 
   “We need to talk,” he whispered next to my ear. I nodded as we both followed behind Tex into the compound. We walked through a series of corridors with metal, industrial-looking doors until we came up to a large door that Tex had to open with a series of numbers entered into a keypad, much like the smaller, hidden, underground base we’d come from. The door opened and I was once again bombarded by the beautiful sound of living, breathing humans instead of death gurgles. 
 
   We entered on a small metal platform above a large, open room filled with people. A metal staircase led down into the room. The four other men began making their way down the stairs and Jude stepped forward, a look of surprise on his face, reflecting my own. There had to be close to a hundred people in this room alone. How many did the compound hold then? Two hundred? More? How many prisoners did they hold and where? My mind spun in twenty different directions. Tex came up close to me and leaned in to whisper a warning near my ear. 
 
   “Be careful, Melody. Don’t ask too many questions and keep a low profile,” he whispered just before stepping back. Jude turned around and eyed Tex, who was now a foot away and whistling a little tune. 
 
   “Well, how about we get you folks a little food?” Tex drawled as he walked toward the stairs. We followed him down the stairs, noting how everyone got quiet as we approached. They must not have had many newcomers. Where they were located, I wasn’t surprised one little bit. This place took “keep your enemy close” to a whole new level. We followed behind Tex as he led us across the room and down a hall to enter another large room ... their mess hall. Another thirty people were in the mess hall eating and joking around when we entered, it didn’t take me long to realize how few women of children were living in the compound. I probably passed five in the common area, two were eating lunch, and four working in the kitchen area. A short, blading guy wearing glasses came up to our group.
 
   “Germain wants to see you,” he said in clipped tones, his eyes barely flicking over to me and Jude. I glanced up at Jude, but he gave nothing away. Tex eyed me before pointing over to the line for food. 
 
   “They should take care of you there. I’ll be back to show you both around as soon as I can.” He nodded at us both before turning and heading back through the door with the little guy trying to keep pace with his long, sure strides. 
 
   “Let’s grab some food,” Jude said without looking at me. I followed him and knew without looking up that almost every single eye in the room was on us. Jesus, it felt like high school all over again. A woman who looked to be in her mid-forties handed us a tray and I only just kept myself from hugging her. Our tray had a small pile of white rice with a ladle of piping hot canned beef stew poured on top. There was a fresh mini bread roll and a cookie with it. I smiled widely at the woman and she smiled back, aware of how much such a simple meal could mean to someone.
 
   We sat in the back of the room and I opted to sit in front of him, instead of next to him, even though that put my back to the exit and almost everyone in the room. Jude raised a brow, but didn’t remark on it. We both dug into our food, grateful for the warmth and the mutual silence. I moaned as I bit into my peanut butter cookie. Jude’s eyes met mine and I steeled myself. He was pissed. 
 
   “Jude, I …” He held up a hand and I stopped mid-sentence. His eyes bore into mine, intense and hurt. 
 
   “You gave up, Mel,” he said so low I could barely hear the words. “You were just going to stand there and let those fuckers have you.” My eyes closed and I felt a fist squeeze around my heart. He was right, of course. I did give up and I hadn’t even given a second thought to how that would affect him. I had been selfish. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Jude. I was being a selfish bitch,” I whispered thickly. I met his eyes and sat up straighter in my seat. “It won’t happen again.”
 
   “You better fucking believe it won’t,” he said angrily. I reached my hand out tentatively and placed it on top of his. When he didn’t jerk his hand back, I gave his a squeeze. 
 
   “Is that an order, Agent?” I whispered, my eyes wide to keep from crying. Jude’s intense stare took my breath away. 
 
   “Damn straight, woman.” I rolled my eyes at that and pulled back to finish off my cookie. When I eyeballed Jude’s cookie he sighed and broke it in half and offered me the bigger part. I grinned and took it quickly before he changed his mind. He just chuckled and shook his head, muttering something about females and driving him insane. 
 
   “Looks like Germain is someone in charge,” I said quietly as I bit into the cookie and then took a swig of water. Jude nodded. 
 
   “No telling who this guy is or how in the world he could have taken the base,” he said with his eyes on his plate. “Look at this place, it had to have been damn near impossible to break into. But to take it over completely?” Jude shook his head and clenched his jaw. “It had to be someone already here … someone they wouldn’t suspect.” He met my eyes. A traitor. I nodded. Someone dangerous and maybe even unstable. 
 
   “We need to find out if there are any prisoners,” I said in a whisper. Jude nodded in agreement. 
 
   “They won’t trust me, hell, they already hate me.” I flinched. He said it so certainly. 
 
   “Why do you say that?” I asked perplexed. “Maybe they’ll want to recruit you or something.” Jude smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile.
 
   “I know because I have something almost every man in this place already wants for himself,” he said caustically. My mouth popped open to ask him what in the hell he could possibly have when it struck me with the force of a small hurricane. Me. Sweet baby Jesus. I was a hot commodity. I fidgeted in my seat and barely restrained myself from turning around to see if all the eyes I’d felt on my back were still there or not. 
 
   “Exactly,” he said through gritted teeth. “I hadn’t thought this through well enough.” His hand ran over his face and I could tell for the second time that day he was truly worried for my safety. 
 
   “Maybe I can use it to our advantage,” I said gently. Jude drew back, his eyes going wide. “Not like that,” I said quickly. Jeepers. “I meant that maybe I could get some information from some of the guys … maybe from Tex.” Jude eyes hardened and his fist tightened on the table. I spoke hurriedly. “It’s just that he was respectful in a situation that could’ve been very bad, Jude. I don’t think he’d intentionally hurt anyone, so he might be our best bet.” I said as I bit my bottom lip. 
 
   “Alright, but be careful and if you feel even a little uneasy, just forget it. It isn’t worth your life. Nothing is.” He waited for my nod. He breathed a sigh of relief when I nodded my agreement. We finished our lunch quickly and left the mess hall to go to the common room and walk the halls without an escort. An armed guard followed us several steps back as soon as we left got up to leave, though. Jude put a hand on my back and steered me into the common room and over to a small seating area. There was a teen boy, a woman with curly, brown hair—probably in her late twenties, and a small girl with strawberry-blonde hair sitting there. The little girl was playing with a doll on the floor and the teen was looking extremely bored. They all eyed us warily when we sat down in their area. 
 
   I glanced around the room, taking note of the sixty or so people walking around, playing games, or otherwise entertaining themselves. I also took note of several people who seemed to be a little bit too interested in me and Jude. I stood up and stretched after twenty minutes of inactivity and pointed to a book shelf across the room when Jude glanced up at me. 
 
   “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to check out what they have to read,” I said with a smile. The bookshelf didn’t have much in the way of novels, but it did have the entire Harry Potter series. I picked up the first book and remembered the day my mom had bought me the entire collector’s set for Christmas one year. I smiled to myself and thumbed through the first few pages. 
 
   “Hey, sweet thang, how ‘bout you come over here and play a few games with me and my friends,” the guttural voice came from directly behind me and my good memories immediately vanished into a wisp of thin air. I glanced over my shoulder at Jude, who had already risen halfway out of his seat, and shook my head. His eyes flared in anger, but he sat back down. I didn’t look at the guy who spoke to me. 
 
   “I’d rather not,” I said indifferently. A few cat calls and guys laughing at their friend’s rebuff made the guy bolder. 
 
   “You think you’re too good for me or something?” he said in a hiss. 
 
   “Not at all,” I said with a shrug. “I’m just not interested.” A hand gripped my shoulder and spun me around. The guy pushed me up against the bookshelf with a hand around my throat and brought his face close to mine. “You don’t know what you’re missing, little girl,” he said against my cheek, his foul breath fanning my face. An armed guard came up next to us and put a hand on the man’s arm. 
 
   “Back off, man, she’s off limits,” he said, sounding slightly panicked, slightly scared. I wondered for only a second exactly who he was afraid of, but it was of no consequence. I pushed myself into the guy, catching him off guard when my body crashed flush into his own, knocking him back a step. What he and the guard failed to see soon enough was my hand darting out and snatching the ten inch blade from the guard’s leg. By the time either of them had time to react, I had already swept the septic-breathed dude’s legs out from under him and rode his body to the ground with the blade pressing directly into the hollow of his throat. The guard let out a surprised gasp and that only made me smile. I pressed the blade into his throat enough to draw a line of blood. He whimpered, his eyes wide. The entire room was deathly silent. 
 
   “You don’t seem to know how to take no for an answer,” I hissed down at the guy I was perched on top of. “Guys like you would be behind bars right now, away from the rest of society and such. But, things are pretty fucked up right now, so worthless, pieces of shit like you think you’re above the law, huh?” I pressed my knife down a little more. The guy didn’t dare breathe too deeply. “Maybe I should drive this into your throat right now. I’m sure it would go in just as easily as it does one of the hundreds of undead I’ve taken out. Maybe even easier.” I smiled, letting the jerk see in my eyes that I meant exactly what I said. “I’d be doing what’s left of society a favor,” I said as if mulling it over. 
 
   “Melody, don’t,” It was Tex. I didn’t look up or acknowledge him. I leaned down and brought my mouth up close to the guy’s ear to whisper. 
 
   “I swear to God and on all that is holy … if I ever hear of you hurting someone, or even looking sideways at some helpless woman or girl, I will fucking find you and cut your throat without even blinking. You understand me?” A very small “yes” as an answer. I snatched the knife from his throat and removed myself from his prone body in one smooth movement. I held the knife out to the guard and turned to face Tex. Jude was standing there too, like a large storm cloud about ready to rain down a torrent of booming lightening. I shrugged.
 
   “So much for keeping a low profile,” Tex muttered with a sigh. “Follow me. Germain wants to see you both.” Tex took off, leaving Jude and I scrambling to keep up. So much for stealth … it looked like we were going to be led straight to Germain himself. Time to meet the man who overthrew the secret, Charlotte army base.
 
   The layout of the base was much like the one close to Midtown, but it was a lot larger and a bit more complicated with extra corridors and blocked off spaces. Too much for me to memorize as we strode briskly by. 
 
   “So, Germain … he some kind of leader or something here?” I asked Tex nonchalantly. He laughed loudly and turned to wink at me. 
 
   “Something like that,” he answered without really answering. I turned and caught Jude looking at me, his expression matched my own. What on earth was going on around here? We stopped in front of a door that had a guard posted outside of it. When we approached the guard moved to the side for Tex and the rest of us to pass through. Tex was important. Good to know. 
 
   We entered a large room that looked like a meeting room with a huge table in its center. At the head of the table there sat a man with a shaved head and a goatee who watched us enter with hooded eyes. I could tell immediately he was someone in charge, someone who commanded authority. I did a quick search around the table and room. There were five other people in the room seated and standing close to the man sitting at the head of the table. Four men and one young woman. I didn’t pay them much mind, I wanted to find out about Germain. 
 
   “Melody Carter,” the man intoned from where he sat. I raised my chin and met his steely, blue gaze. “What are you and this army man, Jude, doing here in Charlotte?” he asked, getting straight to the point. 
 
   “I have family and friends in Charlotte,” I said truthfully. I did have friends in Charlotte a long time ago. “I needed to see if anyone was left, if we could find any of them.”
 
   “Why wait so long?” he asked. “Why wait two years after the outbreak if you were so concerned?” I swallowed and licked my lips. 
 
   “I lived by myself in the woods for almost two years before I met Jude.” I motioned toward Jude and he put an arm across my shoulders. “I didn’t think I could do it by myself. But with him, I thought maybe I would have a chance … but the city was worse than I ever imagined.” I finished softly. A chuckle came from the young woman standing close to Germain. Jude’s arm tightened on my shoulder. Something niggled the back of my mind, something I should have noticed earlier. I sucked in a breath. 
 
   “How did you know my last name?” I hissed. Jude’s entire body became rigid beside me. “I only told Tex my first name, but you called me by my last name as well.” I narrowed my eyes at the man whose face hadn’t shown a single ounce of emotion or surprise. 
 
   “Ah, Mel, you always were a smart one.”  The feminine voice rang out loud-and-clear through the room from the young woman, who now moved directly behind the man I’d been speaking with. She placed a hand on the back of his chair. “Do you know who I am?” she asked with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Surely, I’ve not changed so much that you wouldn’t recognize your best friend,” she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. 
 
   “Oh my God! Jess?” The room spun slightly. Jude put his arm around my waist to keep me upright. I stared with undisguised shock. It was her. Her long, straight blond hair had been chopped short and spiked up on the top of her head and she had several ear piercings. Her arms were more muscular and her face was hard. She had traded in her pink, designer clothing and heels for a black button up shirt and black leather pants. She’d changed so much that I could barely see the old Jess at all in the young woman standing before me. 
 
   Then my mind caught up with everything. Germain. Germain wasn’t a first name … it was a last name. Jessica Germain. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Jessica was the leader of an underground militia. 
 
   My laughter, bordering on hysteria, echoed throughout the room. Jude and Tex glanced at each other and then at me, clearly at a loss. I laughed so hard I cried. I laughed until my sides cramped.
 
   What had the world fucking come to?
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   Jessica’s eye bore into mine, her jaw clenched, and it seemed by sheer will alone that she didn’t launch herself across the room to choke the life out of me. My shock began to wear off halfway through my bout of hysteria and then the numbness and betrayal began to set it. Still, Jessica didn’t necessarily know that we had come to Charlotte to seek the leader of the underground militia out. I could still hope that she had been forced into the role she was playing. 
 
   “I never thought I’d see you again,” I said into the oppressive silence as I met her gaze. Her eyes were cold and calculating and I struggled to find even the smallest indication that the girl I once knew was still there somewhere. 
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t,” she answered with a smile that exposed all her teeth. “I, however, figured you would still be alive.” I raised my brow at that and she clucked her tongue as she began walking toward us. 
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   “Of course I did. You were a better shot than any soldier when you were sixteen. You thrived on all the stuff your dad taught you.” I flinched at the mention of my dad. Her mouth settled into a straight line. “He’s dead then.” I nodded, a quick, jerky movement. She shrugged. “What did the fucking Army do for any of them in the end?” she spat. I could feel her hate in that moment. It radiated from her, her body nearly vibrating with the force of it. 
 
   “Not a whole lot of anything,” I agreed. Her eyes met mine and she seemed to be searching for something there. “Your family?” I asked softly. A flicker of pain was blinked away and replaced with rage. A white-hot rage so intense and all-consuming that it terrified me. 
 
   “My entire family is dead.” Her words cut through the room, her voice like a whip. Her dad, a retired Army officer like my dad, her mom, and her six year old little brother—Jeremiah … all dead. I swallowed back tears and gulped. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Jess,” I said gently. 
 
   “Don’t be,” she snapped. “You’re not the one to blame. And I go by Germain now.” She shook her head once and flapped a hand dismissively through the air in front of her. “It was a long time ago now anyway.” She stepped right in front of me and Jude as she spoke, but her eyes were fastened on Jude. “Why are you here, Melody?” she asked. I stiffened. 
 
   “Like I said ….” 
 
   “And don’t give me any of that I had family and friends I was so worried about bullshit you were trying to feed us earlier either,” she snapped. I shrugged, trying to think quickly on my feet. Jessica had always been smart and intuitive. I couldn’t pull off much of a lie without her sniffing it out. So I didn’t over think it, I just went with my gut. 
 
   “Jude and I ran across a guy—half dead—that kept mumbling incoherently about a base in Charlotte beneath a toy factory. He kept repeating over and over … Need help. Soldiers need help.” Jessica’s eyes narrowed as I went on, pretending not to notice. “We figured the base might have been overrun by zombies, that maybe people, probably soldiers, were trapped down here, so we decided to come and see if we could be of any help.” I glanced around the room with a raised brow. “We were obviously not needed. You all seem to be doing fine here.”
 
   “Yes we do, don’t we?” she murmured, her eyes searching my face. 
 
   “Where are all the soldiers? Who’s in charge?” I asked wide-eyed, watching her face carefully. She gave nothing away. 
 
   “Most are dead. Some are here in another part of the base.” She walked back to the head of the table and stood beside the man seated there. “And to answer your other question … Jim here is in charge.” I met the icy stare of the dark-skinned man seated there and shivered slightly. His gaze was unsettling. But there was something in the way Jessica held herself, the way she dismissed him just a little too easily. Ole dead-eye-Jim might have been the original leader of this little group of usurpers, but I was very sure that the person who now ran things from her shot-gun spot next to Jim, was Jessica Germain. 
 
   “So, what happens next?” I asked. “Now that we know the base isn’t overrun and that everything is fine here.” I looked at Jessica, but it was Jim who spoke this time. Evidently Jessica was done talking. 
 
   “What would you like to happen?” he asked as if we were having a normal, social visit between friends. I glanced over at Jude and his eyes looked a little less confused than they had before. Things were starting to click into place for him.
 
   “We’d like to stay on for a little while, if that’s okay. We’ve been traveling and fighting zombies for a while and could use a few days to recover before we move on.” Jude placed a hand on the back of my neck and squeezed. I smiled at him and nodded. He’d interjected just the right amount of asking permission and exhaustion into his question to sound believable. “That is if you wouldn’t mind two more mouths to feed for that long,” he asked Jim. 
 
   “We’d be glad to pull our weight while we’re here,” I interjected. Jessica and Jim both stared at us for a moment, making my insides all jittery. 
 
   “We’d be glad to have you for a few days,” Jim said finally. “You might even think about staying on permanently after you’ve seen how things are here,” he added with a small smile. His eyes, however, didn’t match his words or his smile. Jude’s hand tensed behind my neck as we both smiled back pleasantly. 
 
   “We appreciate the invitation and the hospitality,” Jude said through his forced smile. Jim nodded graciously and then motioned toward Tex. 
 
   “Show them to a room. We’ll all talk again tomorrow at the assembly,” he said, his eyes shining and his mouth turned up in the first true smile we’d seen. It was … disturbing. 
 
   Effectively dismissed, we followed Tex back through the door and out into an empty hallway. None of us said a single thing as we walked quickly through the compound. My mind was still trying to catch up to the day’s events and my body was just plain tired. Tex opened a door and motioned for us to enter. The next thing I knew Jude was standing in front of me and pulling me into his arms. I stiffened at first and glanced toward the door. Tex was already gone and the door was closed. How long had I zoned out? I relaxed and leaned into Jude, allowing myself the comfort of his arms. 
 
   “I don’t understand. She’s not the same person I knew. She’s cold and calculating. I don’t know her anymore,” I whispered against his chest. 
 
   “The last two years have changed people, Mel, and not for the better.” I knew what he said was true, but could the last two years have wiped out everything I knew of Jessica? Could she have changed so very much that I wouldn’t be able to get through to her or be able to reason with her? I was going to find out one way or another. I was sure of that at least. 
 
   “That Jim guy creeped me out. Something about him just isn’t right and they both are hiding things.” I nodded in agreement. Something was definitely going on here besides the obvious. “We need to find out where she’s holding the soldiers or if they are even still alive,” Jude said. I flinched. Could she have killed them all or kept them prisoner? Why would she even do such a thing? They probably could have just stayed as guests with the soldiers in charge. So, why the power move? It didn’t make sense, unless Jim had her brain washed. Maybe he had taken advantage of her emotional state and used her to take over the compound. I shook my head. So many questions and no answers. 
 
   “This is all kinds of fucked up,” I murmured. 
 
   “Yes it is and I, for one, am hoping to learn something at this assembly of theirs tomorrow.” He pulled me toward the full sized cot. “For now we need to get some rest. You’re dead on your feet and I’m not much better.” I had no idea how he thought I’d be able to actually sleep with everything scrambling my mind, but I guessed it wouldn’t hurt to stretch out for a bit. I groaned as I sat down on the bed. I hadn’t realized how bad my arms and legs were hurting from our day’s activities. We both kicked our shoes off and without even the tiniest bit of hesitation, Jude crawled into the bed and I spread out next to him. I fell asleep almost immediately. 
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   I awoke in a panic, my mind fuzzy, and in unfamiliar surroundings, trying to remember where I was and what had happened the previous day. Of course, once everything came back to me in all its awesomeness, I instantly wished I could just forget it all again, just erase everything from my overflowing reserve of horrific memories. I couldn’t though … not yet. I needed to find out what was going on at the base and I was still clinging to a faint hope that things weren’t what they seemed when it came to Jessica. No matter how bad it appeared, she had been my best friend and until proven otherwise, I was going to give her the benefit of the doubt. I had to believe she wasn’t responsible, that she was just in over her head and I could somehow talk some sense into her. 
 
   The bed beside me was empty. I made myself as presentable as possible, which meant throwing my hair back in a ponytail and scrubbing my face, before heading out the door to find Jude to see what he might have found out. Unfortunately, the previous night was a blur in my mind after learning that Jessica was still alive, making my memories of walking to our room unreliable at best. A few minutes later and I’d become utterly turned around. 
 
   I came around a corner and spotted a door that I didn’t remember seeing the day before. From the looks of the locks on the outside, only people with special access could get through the door. Unless shooting the locks off or a using a small, handy-dandy bomb was an option. It wasn’t. I knew immediately that I wanted to get inside that room. I glanced around the corner from where I stood and took a deep breath to run across the hall and get a closer look at the impenetrable door. Just as I moved away from the wall, a large hand covered my mouth and an arm grabbed me about the middle, pulling me back against a body. I was yanked backwards and even though I tried to put up a fight, I knew it was useless. The arms about me were thick and muscular and all I could do was fight the panic rising up to choke me as I was pulled back into a small, dark room, my captor never loosening his grip or his determination. Still, I wiggled and bucked, trying to get free. 
 
   “Damn, woman, take a second and chill the hell out.” My entire body froze as I recognized the familiar, southern twang. Tex. “Relax, I’m going to take my hand off your mouth. I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to talk to you,” he said quietly. “You understand?” I nodded as I narrowed my eyes. He slowly removed his hand from my mouth. 
 
   “You can let go of me now, asshole,” I snarled. 
 
   “If you insist, sweetheart,” he said with a small chuckle as he stepped back and released me. I turned quickly and found I could barely make out his features in the dark room. 
 
   “If this is the only way you can get a chick to talk to you, you have issues, Tex,” I said through clenched teeth, with my hands on my hips. “Scaring the crap out of a woman will not likely get you on their sweet side,” I snapped. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I could feel his gaze on me, his carefree, laughing demeanor gone. I didn’t need to see him well to know he was serious and staring at me intently, his eyes probably sharper than mine and searching my face as I stood toe-to-toe with him in the tiny, dark room. I swallowed in the darkness, feeling my heart rate pick up. Tension made breathing in the small space almost impossible. 
 
   “If I wanted on your sweet side, you would know it, Melody,” he said gruffly. His hand came up and gently caressed the side of my face. For some reason unknown to me, I allowed it. “I don’t normally have to kidnap women to get their attention.” I smiled at that. No doubt Tex would normally have women lined up at his door. He was handsome in a good-ole-boy sort of way and all that southern charm would just be an extra bonus in his favor. No, I seriously doubted Tex ever had any problems in the love and sex department. 
 
   “What do you need to talk to me about then, that I rate a kidnapping?” I asked with a smirk. A single word wiped the smile of my face. 
 
   “Germain,” he answered softly. 
 
   “What about her?” I asked with a sigh. 
 
   “I know she was once your friend. But, you need to understand that that time might as well have been a different life time. Even another dimension.” I shook my head, closing my eyes and bowing my head. I didn’t want to hear this. “She’s done things …” He stopped and cleared his throat. “She’s killed soldiers, had people killed, even had people thrown out into the city for whatever reason. Let go right out in the middle of all the undead without even a knife.” Why? I didn’t understand it. Why? We had all lost loved ones, been through things humans should never have to endure. Why had it changed her so much?
 
   “I don’t understand what happened to her. You never knew her from before … if you had, you would understand why I can’t believe that she is responsible for all this. Her daddy was military just like mine.” I put a hand over my chest and pressed lightly over the pain radiating from my heart. Tex put a hand on my shoulder as he began telling his story.
 
   “I knew Jessica’s dad,” he said so softly that I didn’t think I’d heard him correctly. 
 
   “How?” I asked. 
 
   “I was in my third year in the Army and had just moved to the base when the outbreak happened. I’d met and worked with Sgt. Germain several times the week before. When the crap hit the fan, I happened to be on base working.” A chill worked its way up my spine, making me shiver slightly. Tex’s voice came out monotone, his way of telling the story while trying to stay removed from the emotion of it all. Another chill swept my body and Tex absentmindedly rubbed his hand up and down my arm to soothe himself as he spoke. 
 
   “I had no way to get to my wife. She called me and said she was holed up with her parents, but I knew deep down they wouldn’t be safe there. I tried. God knows I did, but it was impossible. It wasn’t until much later that I was able to get to their place.” His voice shook slightly. “It was much too late then.” He sighed and continued once again. “The Germains were also off base at the time. Everything was in chaos here and all around the globe. Cities were trying to evacuate, but that just clogged all the exits out of the city and made it impossible for survivors to get free. There was no real protocol with how to deal with an outbreak on that scale. No protocol … except one. Don’t let anyone in. Don’t let anyone out. Not even military.” I sucked in a breath through my teeth. No one in and no one out. Dear God. 
 
   “The Germains, like a lot of other military families, did what they thought was best. They headed toward their base and expected to be allowed sanctuary for their family. They were, after all, military. Instead, they found locked gates and changed passcodes.” My head buzzed and my eyelids fluttered shut as he spoke, his hand still stroking my arm in a gentle motion. “Jessica blames the military for the death of her entire family. If they had been let through, if they had allowed them in, they would probably still be alive today. Instead, she had to not only watch her family die at the hands of the undead, but she also had to take down her own little brother and survive out in the infested and overrun city for over a year by herself.” I gasped. Now I could see it. She had so much hurt, so much loss, and so much blame. Now it all had come to a head. A head of pure, undiluted rage. She was a ticking time bomb. She was dangerous. I gritted my teeth. 
 
   “How do you know all that about Jessica?” I asked wearily. 
 
   “About six months ago we had heard through some of our scouts that there was a group out in the city that was planning a takeover, planning to try and take the base here. We didn’t really believe it was possible, of course. We’re well fortified and you’ve seen what it is like outside of the fences. Even if a group made it past the horde of zombies, we’d have seen them coming a mile away.” I nodded. That’s what I didn’t understand. How had it been possible for any sized group to take over the base? “My commanding officer sent me to see what I could find out.” I gasped. They sent him out into the city? I could feel Tex’s smile more than see it. 
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’m good at scouting, evidently even in the middle of hordes of zombies. Anyway, I easily found my way into Jessica’s little ragtag group. At that time, they only had about twenty-five people and I was quick to dismiss Jim and his followers as not having a chance in hell at taking the base. I was just about to make my way back when I spotted Jessica as she came back from a supply run. She looked so different, but I immediately recognized her. I spoke to her often over the next few weeks and when I thought I could trust her, I asked her to come back to the base with me.” He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, sighing deeply. “I guess I just thought maybe if I could save her, then I could let go of some of the guilt for failing everyone else. You know? Just a little. Instead of helping an innocent young woman, I ended up bringing the leader of the group right into the middle of the base. I didn’t suspect her … no one did. Not until it was too late and she had snuck her entire group into the base and took it over in the middle of the night.”
 
   “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked with a weary sigh. 
 
   “I wasn’t born yesterday, Melody. I know you and Jude ain’t here just because you heard some dying soldier mumble vaguely about the base needing help,” I opened my mouth to protest, but Tex cut me off.  “And if I know something sounds hinky with your story, then you bet your sweet little ass that Jessica Germain suspects something ain’t quite right.” My mouth snapped shut and I took a small step back and weighed my options quickly. I really didn’t have any options. I was going to have to trust Tex. 
 
   “Shit,” I muttered beneath my breath. 
 
   “Shit creek. No paddle.” Tex agreed. 
 
   “If you’re really so trust worthy, tell me how many people she has here against their will and where she’s keeping them.” I took a deep breath and waited, hoping I hadn’t grossly misread Tex. 
 
   “By my count, she has around twenty soldiers as prisoners.” Tex answered after a moment. I breathed out a nervous breath. “But, freeing them from the place she has them is impossible.” I shook my head. Nothing was impossible. “She has them guarded by several armed men twenty-four hours a day,” he said quickly. “Don’t you think I’ve tried to get into the holding cells? That I would do everything in my power to set them free if I could?” He ran a hand through his hair roughly. “She doesn’t truly trust anyone. I’ve spent the past several months trying to convince her that I’m on her team, that she can trust me. She will never trust me though. I’m military after all.” I placed a hand on his arm and squeezed gently. 
 
   “You couldn’t have known what she was planning, Tex,” I said gently. “You aren’t the only one who was fooled by her. Any other soldier would have done exactly what you did. She is at fault. Not you.” He put a hand over mine and stood still for a moment, our breathing the only sound in the tiny room. 
 
   “Thank you, Melody. I wish I could believe that.”
 
   “So, what am I going to do to get these people free?” I whispered. Tex chuckled. 
 
   “You don’t give up, do you?” he asked wryly. 
 
   “Not if I can help it,” I answered with a grin. 
 
   “I’ve heard that Jim and Germain have something special in store for you and Jude later today at the assembly.” A shiver ran down my spine. Tex rubbed the back of his neck and mumbled something beneath his breath. “You and your boy toy are going to have a very small window of time to get to the prisoners and then get out of the base. I have no idea how y’all will be able to survive once you’re out of the base, but with a big enough diversion I can at least get you something of a head start. That’s the best I can do.” My mouth popped open to ask the hundred and one questions swirling around in my mind when I heard Tex mumbling beneath his breath once again. “Awe, the hell with it, I probably won’t live past today anyway,” he growled. 
 
   His arms came around me and crushed me to his chest as his hand cupped my neck and angled my head back to gain access to my lips. And man, oh, man did he ever gain access. My head spun from his assault on my mouth. I should have pushed him away. He would have stopped and I knew he would. But, I couldn’t think through the sweet, thick, haze of euphoria that I was hopelessly lost in. About the time I began to come to my senses, he pulled back and stepped away from me. I raised my eyes to Tex’s.
 
   “Tex, I …” I began. He held up a hand and brushed a wayward strand of my hair out of my eyes. 
 
   “Don’t. I just had to. Life is too fragile—too short—nowadays to live with regret. And if I die today, I’ll die without any after that kiss.” I gulped, breathless and unable to articulate any response. I mean, what does a girl say to something like that? “I’ll do what I can do for you, so just keep your eyes and ears ready for my distraction.” He turned and put a hand on the door handle. 
 
   “Wait. How am I supposed to know what your distraction is?” I asked. He opened the door a crack and glanced back at me over his shoulder. I watched as a small smile spread across his face and he winked at me. 
 
   “Oh, you’ll know it when you see it, sweetheart,” he said as he went through the door, closing it behind him. I waited several minutes after he left, trying to calm my heartbeat and my nerves before exiting the small supply closet. It wasn’t until I was back out in the hallway that I remembered that I was lost.
 
   “Damn,” I muttered as I took off down a halfway familiar looking hallway. 
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   Several strings of curse words later, I found myself back in the common area of the base, the place quite abandoned compared to the day before. A few people loitered here and there, but mostly it was empty. I was standing in the doorway, trying to decide where I should go and what I should do, when Jude came striding down the opposite corridor with a murderous look on his face. Two of the six people in the common area saw him coming and scooted out of his way, sensing his mood well before he even got close to them. I didn’t blame them, he looked capable of mass murder in that moment. When he finally noticed me standing across the room, his body visibly unwound just enough to allow the entire room to take a much needed breath of relief. 
 
   “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m beginning to feel really twitchy. The guards here won’t give me any of my weapons. Not even a knife.” His eyes met mine and I could see that his pupils were slightly dilated. I nodded in understanding. I kept finding myself reaching for the hilt of my knife and it was a horrible feeling to be without any means of self-defense after living and fighting for your life every day for over two years. Yeah, I knew exactly how he felt. “I don’t care how secure this base is, I want to be able to defend myself if necessary,” he said through clenched teeth. I reached out and put a hand on his arm. His eyes found mine again and his shoulders relaxed another fraction. 
 
   “We need to talk,” I said softly, glancing around the room. He nodded and led me off to another hallway. 
 
   “Let’s go grab a bagged lunch and talk back in the room,” he suggested. We grabbed the lunches and left the mess hall as quickly as we entered it, both of us deep in our own thoughts. I was also in awe of how easily Jude had already memorized the layout of the base. It was completely unfair. I sat on the bed while Jude sat on the floor with his back against a wall in our room and quickly polished off our small meals. 
 
   “So, what have you found out?” I asked around a mouthful of peanuts. 
 
   “You want the bad news or the worst news first?” he asked before taking a swig of water. 
 
   “Give me the bad,” I answered with a frown. 
 
   “Well, it looks like however many soldiers are left, they are kept literally under lock and key twenty-four hours a day. Add to that several guards and it would be next to impossible to free them,” he sighed and ran a hand through his hair. I nodded. His eyes met mine. “You knew that much?” he asked, a bit surprised. 
 
   “I did. And there are maybe twenty soldiers left now.” I confirmed. Jude whistled through his teeth. 
 
   “Even if we were able to free them, we don’t know what kind of shape they’re in or how in the world we would be able to get them through the zombie hordes outside. If we made it that far.” I grimaced. It seemed even worse once I thought it through for the fifth time. 
 
   “If that’s the bad news, what’s the worst?” I asked. 
 
   “It seems Jim and Jessica have something in store for us this afternoon, something we should probably worry about since it takes place during this assembly of theirs. At least, that’s what my source said.” His jaw clenched and then he glanced up at me. “Holy shit. You knew that too,” he said in outrage. I shrugged. 
 
   “I’d heard something like that,” I answered softly. “I also heard that they are probably onto us and don’t plan on letting us get out of here in one piece. Also that Jessica Germain is more monster than human, that she was the one who slipped into the base with only the intent to let her group in while everyone was asleep, that she hates anyone and everything military, and that she gets off on banishing people weaponless into the zombie infested city streets when they cross her.” I took a deep breath and let my head fall back on the wall behind me. What was the point of surviving if you lose your humanity in the process? What did everything matter if we just let ourselves turn into a different breed of monster? 
 
   “What do you plan on doing, then? Jude asked gently. “About Germain, I mean? I know you two were close not so very long ago.” God, could it have been only a little less than three years ago that we were both in high school and giggling over hot guys and the shallowness of half the senior class girls? It felt like a lifetime ago. It felt like someone else’s life. I didn’t know this version of Jessica. She was a stranger to me in this new world surrounded by the dead and dying. 
 
   “I’ll do what I have to do,” I said after a moment. I sat up straighter and caught Jude’s eye. “I’m going to kill Jessica Germain.” Jude’s eyes searched mine and his mouth set into a grim line. 
 
   “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Mel,” he said with a sigh. 
 
   “I hope it doesn’t either.”
 
   “So, what’s the plan?” he asked. I raised a brow. “What?” he asked with a crooked grin. “You seem to know more than I do,” he said with a hint of chagrin. I smiled, despite myself. 
 
   “Well, I’m not really sure. We are supposed to have some help,” I said quickly. The smile disappeared from Jude’s face instantly. 
 
   “Help,” he said. Not really a question. I swallowed and pushed ahead, quickly blurting out most of what happened with Tex, but leaving out a few little details of a certain toe-curling kiss that probably should never have happened. 
 
   “So, yeah. Help.” I let out a long breath after my tale and watched as Jude digested everything I’d just told him. 
 
   “So, we’re not only supposed to trust him, but also just wait for his signal, his big distraction.” His words dripped with sarcasm. I opened my mouth, but he was quick to cut me off. “Oh! Don’t let me forget … we also have no idea what this distraction is supposed to be or if it will even work. That is our plan.” His eyes cut into mine, asking me if I even heard what I’d just said. I admit, it sounded lame, but, what choice did we have? 
 
   “It’s the only plan, Jude. What else can we do?” I asked. “Do you have any other ideas?” His jaw clenched and he stood, striding back and forth in the room, running a hand through his hair in frustration. 
 
   “I don’t. But surely we could come up with something. Anything. The guy probably just wants to get in your pants.” I gasped and bounded off the bed to stand directly in front of him. 
 
   “That was uncalled for, Jude,” I said through clenched teeth. Jude’s gaze pierced me, searching my face. His eyes widened and his mouth settled into a straight line. “The son of a bitch made a move on you,” he gritted out. My face flamed, but I shook my head. 
 
   “That has nothing to do with me trusting him or the fact that this is the only course of action we can take,” I said calmly. 
 
   “The hell it doesn’t. It’s pretty hard to mistrust a guy who has his tongue in your mouth and his hand down your panties,” Jude said in disgust. 
 
   I don’t remember actually making a decision to get pissed off, but I guess my hand made it for me. The sound of my palm striking Jude across the cheek echoed in the room and jerked his head to the side. We both stood there with barely a foot of space between us, our chests heaving. My palm was stinging and I imagined Jude’s cheek was smarting like a bitch. And just like that, the wind left my sails in one strong whoosh. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have …” My words were cut off, my breath robbed from me as Jude gathered me into his arms and hugged me to him so forcefully that I thought my back might crack. His face and nose were buried into the sensitive area between my neck and shoulder and his hands roamed my back, trying to pull me closer, as if to absorb me into himself. 
 
   “God. You slay me, Melody Carter. I’m sorry. I’m a jackass,” he murmured against my neck. The last bit of fight melted out of me and I buried a hand into the back of his shirt and held onto him as tightly as possible. “You’ve completely invaded me, Mel,” he said gruffly. I pulled him gently until we were next to the bed. 
 
   “Lie down with me, Jude,” I whispered softly. We laid in each other’s arms for a while, my head on his chest, before I was able to speak past the lump in my throat. “I’m going to make love to you, Jude.” He stiffened. “Not right now, not here,” I said conversationally. “But once we get out of here, alive and well, I’m going to make love to you because I want to. Because I want you to be the first and last guy I sleep with in this new world, in this new life. The only guy who means enough to me that I would put my heart and my life on the line for.” 
 
   Jude understood what I was saying. He understood what it meant to open yourself up to the possibility of love and living when everything could be ripped away from you at any moment. He knew it meant that I was halfway in love with him and he let me know that he felt the same with a kiss that couldn’t have been mistaken for anything other than an “I love you too” in any world.
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   We were up and following behind a guard who was toting an automatic rifle after a hard knock on our door a few hours later. Jude and I glanced back and forth at each other uneasily. There really was no telling what we were getting ourselves into. I could only hope and pray that whatever Tex had up his sleeve would be good enough to give us an edge for what was in store for us. When we passed through empty hallways and an equally empty wreck room, I felt a stab of apprehension in the back of my skull. Where was everyone? What was worse was that we climbed the stairs that had led us into the base the first day … the ones that led back out into the toy factory and then out into the open city. Surely we weren’t just going to be tossed out into the zombie fray. By the time we entered the toy factory, my uneasiness had tripled and I wondered if I should make a move to take the guard down. I glanced over at Jude and he shook his head once. No. 
 
   It took me a moment to realize that we were headed to the very back of the factory instead of the way we had entered. I didn’t see what we were headed into, but I could suddenly hear something. When we went through the double doors in the back of the factory it took me a full minute to really grasp what I was seeing through the blinding sunlight. To understand what it was I was hearing. Jude sucked in a breath through his teeth next to me and it was only his presence that made me feel grounded, feel like I wasn’t dreaming or imagining the awfulness that was reality. 
 
   The scene in front of me made no sense, but then again, neither did a world chockfull of the living dead. We had walked out into what appeared to be a fenced-in shipping and receiving area for the abandoned toy factory. All of the semi-trucks had been arranged around in a circle—bumper to bumper—and on top of the trailers there sat tons and tons of people. They were screaming and cheering. I took a step out of the opening that I was standing in and realized they had lined the trucks up out of the shipping area in such a way that people could walk out of the factory and up a ramp, straight to the tops of the trucks. The guard that had led us out of the base nudged me and I took another step forward with Jude right beside me. When I reached the top of the first truck, I stopped, feeling dizzy from the view before me. Two semis divided the circle in half, parked with the back bumper of each one touching one another to make a bridge of sorts across the circle. Swarming the middle of the two half circles below us were no less than a hundred zombies. I immediately stepped away from the edge, my hand going to place that my knife should have been. 
 
   “What the fuck?” Jude hissed. 
 
   I glanced across the circle and spotted barbed wire poking out from under each truck. Large, wooden pikes pointed straight out toward the arena of undead to keep them corralled within the circle of semis. These people thought that made them safe, they thought they were in control of the situation. A small bubble of laughter worked its way past my lips. 
 
   “Finding something funny again, Mel?” Jessica’s voice threw a bucket of ice-cold realization in my face as I turned to face her. 
 
   “Well, it kind of tickles me to think of all the arrogance the person who built this must be burdened to walk around with on a daily basis.” I shrugged. “Yeah, I find that funny.” I didn’t see her hand whip out, but when I turned back to meet the hatred in her eyes, I wiped the blood away from the corner of my mouth and smiled. “Oh, that wasn’t you, was it?” I asked, my eyes wide in mock horror. The second open-handed slap was well worth the look on her face. Besides, she still hit like a girl. I barely bit back another laugh. I didn’t want to goad her into pushing me over the side of the truck too early in her day’s planned festivities. 
 
   “What is all of this?” I asked, motioning towards the screaming and cheering people and down to the gurgling, moaning zombies just below us. Her smile told me everything I already knew, but didn’t want to believe. 
 
   “This? This is just a little entertainment that I’ve had prepared for our guests,” she said loudly. Everyone nearby cheered at her words. The blood in my veins chilled. “Let’s go.” The guard behind me gave me a tiny shove and it took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to turn around and smash his nose into his skull. When we reached the center of the circle where the semis formed a bridge, Jessica and Jim were given folding chairs to sit on. Someone else sat a third chair in between the two of them. “Come and sit by me,” she purred from her throne. 
 
   I glanced over at Jude and then back at the chair. Jessica laughed loudly and then motioned for me to take the seat with a raised brow. Jude nodded at me. I clenched my teeth and took the seat in between Tweedledee and Tweedledum. When I sat down, I saw several more armed men headed our way.  They also had a familiar face with them. I watched as they brought the man who I’d threatened with a knife the day before in front of us, my heart pounding a little too loudly. What the hell?
 
   “We’ve been having troubles with Hosea here for a while now. After your little altercation yesterday, I decided to make an example of him and have him punished.” I narrowed my eyes and waited for the other shoe to fall. Jessica smiled as she spoke the next words. “I’ve decided to let Jude do the honors.” She nodded over at Jude as if she were bestowing some great honor upon him. “A fight to the death,” she finished. I jumped to my feet only to find myself with Jim’s hand around my throat and his knife biting into my jugular. He made a clucking sound of disappointment with his tongue. It took three men to hold Jude back and even then they had a hard time. 
 
   “Stop fighting, or I will cut her throat,” Jim spat. He dug his knife into my throat to make his point and I hissed at the sharp pain there. Jude immediately stilled. Jessica laughed again. She stood up and walked over to Jude to run a hand up and down his chest. I stiffened, feeling an unreasonable amount of rage rush through my body. 
 
   “Ah, so that wasn’t all a show … you do have a thing going on with Melody,” she said gleefully. “That makes this so much more fun.” My hands balled into a fist at my sides and Jude mirrored the action. I almost smiled. 
 
   “You will fight or she will die, either by my hand or by the undead ripping her to pieces,” Jim spoke against my temple and then placed a small lick there. Jude strained forward before catching himself. I shuddered. 
 
   “I’ll fight,” Jude said. His body was calm, but his eyes … his eyes were another story. Jessica nodded to the men holding Jude. They led him to the edge of the bus. I watched as one of them jumped down to the hood of the first semi. One of the guards shoved Hosea and he scrambled not to fall off of the top of the truck and into the nest of hungry zombies below. I closed my eyes as Jude was similarly shoved. He landed easily on the hood of the truck and the followed behind Hosea as he made his way to the top of the two truck trailers. One of the guards took Hosea all the way to the end of the second trailer and then handed him a knife before jumping down to the hood of the truck at the other side of the circle. Jude was also given a knife and left alone at his end of the trailer. 
 
   I stood at the edge of the arena, looking out at the two men, each grasping a knife, each standing on the roof of their truck trailer. Then, a shot landed near Jude’s feet … just a warning that he could be shot at any time if he chose not to play their little game. Jude glanced back at me for one second, but seeing me at the edge of the truck’s roof with Jim’s arm around my neck and the zombies below, thrashing wildly to get at us was enough. Jude began running.
 
    And my heart stopped. 
 
   Jude and Hosea met each other in the middle, both swinging their knives and trying to avoid the slashing of their opponent’s steel. Jude ducked as Hosea slashed his knife out high, aiming for his face. Hosea’s leg caught Jude behind the knees and the earth tilted as Jude rolled close enough to the edge of the trailer to cause the undead to writhe and moan at the promise of a fresh meal. I bucked against the restraints of Jim’s arms, only to realize how close we were to the edge of the pit. If I did pull myself free, I would likely end up plummeting off of the trailer and right into the welcoming hands of dozens and dozens of zombies. 
 
   “Looks like Jude underestimated his opponent,” Jessica said with her eyes still on the fight. “That’s so like a soldier,” she spat. I turned my eyes back to the fight going on just in time to see Hosea’s blade slice across Jude’s stomach. I cried out as Jessica stood there and smiled. 
 
   “Why are you doing this? What happened to the girl I used to know?” I asked as Jude stumbled to the side and drove Hosea back several feet. 
 
   “The girl you knew is dead,” she said calmly. “The army made sure of that.” I shook my head, unable to take that as the truth. 
 
   “You may wish the girl you once were was dead, but I know better. She’s there somewhere hiding in the recesses of your conscience. This person you’ve become isn’t you, Jess,” I said, my voice pleading, begging for her to acknowledge the truth. She turned her face to me and I shrunk back from the force of her gaze. 
 
   “Jessica is dead. Germain is who I am now.” Her voice whipped across my skin, raising goose bumps along my arms. I opened my mouth to argue, but the crowds began cheering loudly, drawing my attention back to Jude. He was blocking Hosea’s attack. Just as Hosea plunged forward, Jude moved to the side at the last second and pulled his knife across Hosea’s stomach. Blood blossomed on Hosea’s white shirt as he stumbled, lost his footing, and began teetering over the edge of the trailer. It all happened so fast and yet it seemed like it all happened in slow motion at the same time. Jude leapt forward, reaching for Hosea, grabbing for his arm with his blood-covered hand, only to have Hosea’s hand slip right through his as he plunged into the middle of the zombie mosh pit. The crowd seemed to hold its breath for an extra-long second before they once again erupted into applause, cheers, and whoops of delight. Hosea’s screams were lost in the noise. 
 
   “Well, now that’s a bit of a surprise,” Jim said. “Hosea was one of our best knife fighters.” I shook my head, trying to clear the buzzing there. Jude was heading back across the tops of the semis, his eyes on me and Jim with a look of such calm and clarity that it was a hundred times more terrifying than his rage. As he reached the end of the semi, a guard was there waiting for Jude to hand over his knife. His eyes met mine. His hand clenched around the hilt of the knife that he possessed. The guard visibly stiffened and raised his gun. Jude threw the knife at the guard’s feet with a sneer. 
 
   “That was a bit anticlimactic,” Jessica said as Jude joined us. “I guess it’s a good thing I have more fun planned for you both now isn’t it?” Jude watched as Jessica took her seat once again and then nodded to a soldier still on the hood of the semi that Jude had just fought on. He ran across the bridge and continued back toward the shipping and receiving terminal until I lost sight of him. “Now that we’ve seen what Uncle Sam’s finest can do, let’s see what the offspring of Uncle Sam’s finest can handle.” Jessica smiled over at me, her eyes narrowed and pleased with herself. Jude shouted out and only a gun to my head stopped him from morphing Hulk-style and kicking someone’s face in. Jim gave me a slimy kiss at my temple before pushing me forward into the waiting arms of another armed guard. 
 
   I was prepared for the push when it came, but landing on a metal roof without sliding right off the side was not as easy as it seemed, even with well-tread combat boots on. Still, the moaning and gurgling of a mob of undead was motivation enough for me to keep my wits about me as I found my footing and climbed to the trailer of the semi. The guard behind me tossed me the knife that Jude had just got finished with, the blood still fresh on the blade. I picked it up, wiping it off on my pants. Despite the situation, a sense of calm and rightness descended upon me. I turned and smiled at the guard. His eyes widened fractionally and his hand tightened around the gun he carried. He should have been worried. I was pissed and I was feeling quite ready to tear someone apart with my bare hands. He had just handed me my weapon of choice and … I knew how to use it—very, very well. 
 
   Movement out of my peripheral vision alerted me to the newest surprise that Jessica Germain had in store for me. I watched as the guard that left earlier led a rag tag group of men and one woman along the tops of the semis on the other side of the circle from Jessica, Jim, and Jude. I squinted in the sunlight, wondering if Jessica planned to make me fight all of them. Then, I finally realized something. These were the soldiers that Jessica had been holding captive. She was going to make me fight the soldiers we’d come to free. How perfectly ironic. 
 
   One of the guards pushed an older guy forward and just by the way his eyes raked over the guard and he held himself, I knew he was probably the highest ranking soldier of the bunch. They shoved him until he landed on the top of the semi with a thud. I clenched my jaw and held myself as rigid as possible. Where was Tex and his big distraction when I needed it? I couldn’t fight this soldier—an innocent man. I couldn’t. I turned and glanced back at Jude, noting the look of disgust on his face. He met my gaze and I knew what he was trying to tell me, but I didn’t know if I could do what he would want me to. Even what my dad would have wanted me to. Survive. No matter the cost. Just survive. But what was the point of survival if you lost yourself in the process? I turned my head and met Jessica’s gaze. Nothing in her face said she was even human anymore. If I only had my rifle ….
 
   I turned back in time to see the soldier standing on the semi across from me. He held an identical blade to my own. I watched as a myriad of emotions crossed his face. Horror, hate for his captors, disgust for the situation, and … determination. I would’ve expected no less. My arm came up quickly. Automatically. And I watched the eyes of the soldier widen and then clear as I stood there and gave him the perfect salute. Respect. I heard the shot. I guess I expected it—expected it to land near my feet like it had with Jude. However, I didn’t expect the explosion of pain to tear through my left arm. In a haze, I heard Jude bellowing in rage and saw the soldier move forward before a shot stopped him short of coming near me. I glanced over at my arm and raised my right hand with the blade still in it, hovering over the bloody wound on my bicep. Besides the moaning and gurgling of the undead in the arena, everything seemed eerily quiet. 
 
   I shook my head, trying to snap out of my shock and pain. I moved around slowly until I faced Germain, not the least bit surprised to see her standing there with a gun pointed in my direction. I stared at her, watching her face until she lowered her gun and sat back down into her chair like nothing had happened. Like she hadn’t just shot her best friend. I nodded at her and made a promise with that nod. She was mine. She had to die … and I was going to be the one to make it happen. She smiled after a moment and nodded back. Jude was face down on the trailer with three guys holding him down and Jim’s eyes were wide and unblinking as if what had just happened had even shocked him. Well, la-tee-fucking-da … that was only one of us.
 
   I turned back around and grabbed the edge of my shirt and cut through the edge, ripping away a large piece of fabric. I wrapped the fabric around my wound and tied it tightly, hissing through gritted teeth and wishing away the gray spots that danced before my eyes. The wound wasn’t as bad as it seemed. I was pretty sure the bullet had gone straight through. When I faced the soldier I saw his look … that he was going to refuse to fight me, to put on the show they wanted. I met his gaze and jerked my head once to the side. Germain would put a bullet through his head. I was sure of it. I held my knife out and began walking forward. He hesitated only a moment before jogging forward to meet me. The crowd around us went crazy and I was glad for the noise. I met the soldier at the end of my truck trailer and immediately struck out, catching his arm with the tip of my blade. His eyes widened. 
 
   “Sir,” I gasped out as I leaned in and pretended to grab him by the arm and hold off his attack, blade-to-blade. “I’m trying to get you and your men out of here.” I grunted as he elbowed me in the stomach. I fell back on my butt with a thud. He was good at this. I scrambled back to my feet just in time to miss his forward lunge. This time, though, he knocked me off my feet and I found myself on the receiving end of a soldier’s strength straddling me, with his knife pressing down. 
 
   “If you have to kill me,” he gasped out through clenched teeth, “do it. Just try to get my men out of here.” I nodded once and pushed up and tried to dislodge his body from mine. I was strong, but not strong enough. The soldier staggered off of me anyway. I quickly regained my feet, as did the soldier. We were both weak, him from being held captive and me from my wound. We were both already breathing hard. Blood was beginning to soak through the wrapping on my arm. I raised my knife and the soldier smiled a very small, understanding smile. He was ready. I gulped back my tears and hesitation and leapt forward. The soldier didn’t try to dodge my attack. But, just as my arm slashed forward, a series of explosions nearby rocked me off of my feet. Tex. 
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   I stood up, my ears ringing, unable to hear what was going on around me, but I could see … I could see the utter chaos surrounding me along with sheer devastation. I grasped ahold of the soldier’s arm standing near me and pulled him in close. 
 
   “That’s our cue, Sir,” I shouted. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” The soldier smiled hugely at me and nodded. We turned to face where his men were, but the semi that led back to his men was mangled and dislodged from its normal spot. There was no way we could go back that way. I couldn’t see through the cloud of black smoke to where Jude would have been and I felt fear; sharp and bitter. I knew he would want me to go on with the mission. I had to believe he was okay and we would meet up in a few minutes. Another explosion rocked us back down to our knees and the smell of burning, undead flesh permeated the air all around us. We both stumbled to our feet and I saw the only way we were going to be able to get out … we had to jump into the zombie horde. The last blast had punched a hole right in the middle of the undead. We only had a small window of time to take advantage of it. I pointed the spot out to the soldier and he nodded. He waved his arms to one of his guys and then waved them back toward the shipping area. 
 
   I could see the man trying to round up his group, to keep them moving, but in the panic of the grenades going off and zombies running free, people were panicking and trying to get back to the sanctuary of the base. That made them do stupid things. They were knocking others off of the trailers and into the arms of the undead in their frenzy to get to safety. I saw regular people, armed guards, and even a few of the soldier’s people fall off of the side of the trailers. We were helpless to do anything about it. 
 
   “Let’s go!” I shouted and pulled roughly on the soldier’s sleeve to get him to tear his eyes away from the horrible scene. He snapped back to reality and we both jumped from the roof of the truck and into the pits of hell. We ran full out and even being hurt, the adrenaline was pumping and the promise of freedom pushed us on. A lot of zombies had been clamoring near the edge of the trailers, waiting for helpless victims to fall into their laps. However, we still had to fight tooth and nail for every few feet that we advanced. My wound was just a dull, throbbing pain in the back of my mind as I struck out time after time and ran my blade into the skull of as many zombies as were unlucky enough to get in my path. The older soldier beside me was holding his own, taking down nearly as many zombies as I was. Shots echoed all around us and mass hysteria ruled. 
 
   We were within thirty feet of the shipping and receiving area when I tripped. I landed hard, my chin rebounding off of pavement hard enough to make me wonder if I broke my jaw. When I tried to stand, I realized that I hadn’t tripped over anything. Instead, I’d been grabbed by a zombie that had been blown in half. The upper half of the almost-incapacitated zombie had a death grip on my booted foot and was pulling itself up my body, looking for a soft spot to sink its grotesque teeth into. 
 
   I began kicking with all my strength, but I couldn’t dislodge the zombie leech. Another zombie stumbled upon us and decided to get in on the action. With a scream of terror, I kicked the zombie holding onto my leg in the face until its head snapped back and cracked at such an angle that it twisted around and dangled from its neck. The second zombie was on top of me before I could blink and I held it off by sheer strength and a fist to its throat. I could feel my left arm weakening, my strength draining as my open wound began taking its toll. Just as my arm wavered dangerously, a bullet entered the right side of the zombie’s skull and exited its left side, expelling a large portion of brain matter and bits of bone in the process. I shoved the body off of myself with the very last bit of strength I possessed. When a hand reached out to help me up, I took it and allowed myself to be pulled off of the ground. I found myself looking into a pair of familiar brown eyes. I cried out in sheer relief and threw myself into Jude’s arms. 
 
   “Let’s get these people to safety, huh?” he murmured against my hair. I nodded and turned back toward the shipping area. The soldier handed me my blade and as I took it, I found a pair of eyes in the crowd near the place we were all headed fastened on me. Tex, his eyes guarded, a little bit hurt, but mostly … understanding. He nodded to me before turning back and barking orders out to some of the soldiers we were there to help. We made it to our destination and the chaos of people killing, people dying, zombies running about freely, and everyone trying to get back to safety made my head spin. 
 
   “Melody. I have a truck ready for you at the front of the factory. You’re going to have to hurry though.” He tossed me a gun and I tucked into the back of my pants.
 
   “Thank you, Tex. We owe you big time.” 
 
   “I plan on holding you to that debt,” he said with a grin. 
 
   “Captain Parsons! Thank goodness.” A young, female soldier hollered out as she joined us. 
 
   “How many?” The Captain asked without preamble. The young woman’s face fell when she answered. 
 
   “Four, Sir. Michaelson, James, Torres, and Astor. We are fourteen now, Sir.” She stepped back and let the Captain have a second to digest. 
 
   “We need to move,” Tex interjected. There would be time to reflect and mourn later. We had to get out of there quickly. Tex turned to Jude. “What about Germain?” he asked. Jude’s eyes met mine as he answered. 
 
   “I didn’t see what happened to her in the chaos and smoke. I did make sure Jim wouldn’t be bothering us ever again though,” he said hollowly. I closed my eyes. Should I go back and search for Germain? Or should I just get the hell out of dodge? When I opened my eyes and found all the people I’d come to save watching me ... I knew I had to deal with Germain later. I needed to make sure these people would be okay. That was the most important thing. 
 
   “Let’s blow this popsicle stand,” I said with a nod. 
 
   We all ran toward the one place no one else was headed … back to the front of the factory, where only a tall, barb-wire-topped fence stood between us and an open, zombie-infested city. 
 
   A running eighteen wheeler was waiting for us when we reached the front of the factory. A few of the soldiers with us immediately began loading up in the back. In front of the semi sat an army tank outfitted with high powered machine guns. Jude whistled between his teeth as he took it in. 
 
   “Riding in style,” he grunted. 
 
   “Only a tank would do to get us out of this mess,” Tex answered soberly. “What do you think, Melody? Would you like to ride in my tank? You can sit on my lap,” Tex’s voice faltered as he turned to face me. 
 
   I stood in the doorway of the factory, not daring to breath or make any sudden movements. I cursed the gun at the small of my back. Fat lot of good it would do me in this moment. Jessica Germain stood barely three feet away, her gun pointing between my eyes, and blood dripping from a fresh bite on her exposed shoulder. I sensed Jude shift on his feet. 
 
   “Fucking move an inch and I will kill her before you get a round off,” she hissed. Everyone froze, aware that my life was in the balance and that the balance was off her freaking rocker. 
 
   “Jessica … just let this go. Haven’t we lost enough? Hasn’t there been enough death and pain already?” I asked with a shaky voice. She laughed and the sound sent a chill up my spine. 
 
   “What do you know about loss? Your father died—so what. He was military. Your mom died in a clean hospital with an IV full of medicine to help ease her pain.” I flinched at the mention of my mom.  “Do you know how my mom died, Mel?” I shook my head, but she didn’t notice. “My mom died in a filthy city street after my dad bit into her jugular and ripped her throat out. Then, he turned around and took a chunk out of my baby brother’s arm. We got away though.” She nodded her head and her finger twitched enough to make me flinch. “It wasn’t until later that I realized he was turning into the exact things that were swarming all around us. I didn’t even have a fucking gun to stop him!” Her scream tore through my heart and a sob escaped me. “No gun. But I did find a crow bar,” she said calmly. “That’s how I had to bring my sweet, gentle, little brother down. With a fucking crow bar.” Her arm steadied and her voice calmed. “Tell me again, Mel. Tell me how we’ve suffered.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Jess,” I said softly. “I’m so sorry.” Her lip curled up in a sneer, her hand steadied, and I knew it was the end. 
 
   “Oh, I have no doubt you’re sorry, Mel. But, not as sorry as you’re about to be. Not as sorry as you’ll be when you’ve lost everything like I have.” Her arm shifted and I reached back to grab the gun from the small of my back. Not quick enough, I thought as she swung around and aimed directly at … Jude. My mind screamed out as I pulled my weapon and aimed. Not quick enough. I pulled the trigger, but I heard her gun fire a split second before mine did. Not quick enough. My bullet hit her right in the temple … hers hit him right in the chest. 
 
   Not quick enough. 
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   I don’t remember much of what happened next. My mind decided once again to click in and out of reality, saving me some of the details that I couldn’t handle. I remember falling to my knees next to Jude and thinking that he couldn’t possibly survive with so much blood pooling everywhere. I remember sitting there while people seemed to move in slow motion around me. I remember someone slapping me and snapping out of my misery enough to help them apply pressure to his wound and load him into the back of the semi, so the young woman soldier, who was also a medic, could take care of him as we left. I joined Tex in the front of the truck, wanting to be useful, wanting to keep my mind off of the fact that Jude could be dead by the time we stopped somewhere safely. Tex never questioned me, he just handed me and automatic rifle and let me take out my misery on the zombies from my window. Three soldiers drove the tank and I recall the explosions and non-stop rapid fire of the machine gun wiping out swaths of zombies. 
 
   We cut a path of utter and total destruction through Charlotte, zombies fell before us en masse and blood and carnage rained down in sheets all around us. The tank unloaded every single bullet, every single weapon it possessed by the time we got out of the city. The only thing we had to worry about was following slowly behind the tank and avoiding the larger piles of bodies and abandoned vehicles.  It was all relatively easy, but slow enough to make the ache of worry in my chest grow with every passing minute. What felt like an eternity later, but was more like two hours of non-stop driving, we pulled into the parking lot of the Toys-R-Us that Jude and I had stopped at a few days before. 
 
   “We’ll stop here for the night, ditch the semi for something a bit smaller, and then head back to your base in the morning,” Tex said in the silence of the cab of the truck. I smiled, but didn’t face him. He sighed. “You love him.” It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. “He’ll be alright,” he said gently. I nodded and exited the cab after I saw the final zombie in the area meet its end by a soldier I’d yet to meet. My hand was shaking uncontrollably when I reached out to unlatch the back of the semi. Several people exited the semi as I climbed up into the back. 
 
   “How is he?” I asked the young woman with huge blue eyes who looked up at me as I approached. Her mouth thinned into a line and she glanced back down at Jude’s ashen face. 
 
   “He’s alright for now. The bleeding has stopped and there is an exit wound on his back, so no bullet to dig out. It looks like he was lucky and the bullet missed his heart.” Yeah, lucky. “The sooner we get him antibiotics and clean bandages though, the better,” she said. I nodded and scooted aside as two guys came over to help move Jude inside the toy shop. I felt entirely and completely helpless. 
 
   “Let’s set up shop inside,” I said softly before jumping out of the back of the semi. The soldiers inside were all already making preparations to hunker down for the night. Kiddie blankets and pillows were found to form makeshift sleeping areas and shelves were being moved to block the front, glass windows and doors for extra security. It felt … weird not having any specific job to do. 
 
   “Tex, what do you need me to do?” I asked once he headed my direction. He searched my face and sighed. I raised a brow. Surely he wasn’t going to give me a hard time. 
 
   “To be honest, Melody, I don’t need your help. I have a group of guys who are already on their way back to a few places we passed to scout for supplies for the night and the Captain and I are taking the semi to exchange it for better vehicles for our group.” My mouth popped open to argue, but Tex cut me off. “You’re physically and emotionally drained, sweetheart. You need your arm looked at. You need to rest … and you need to be here for Jude in case he wakes up,” he said softly. I nodded and took a deep breath. He was right. 
 
   “Okay,” I answered in a whisper. Tex took charge of all the evening’s preparations and I went over and allowed the female medic to clean and dress my wound. When she was all done, I walked over to where Jude was asleep on a kiddie mat and covered with a SpongeBob fleece blanket. I knelt down and ran my hand across his forehead and whispered a small prayer against his cheek as I placed a kiss there. I snuggled close by his side, careful not to jostle him. I shoved a stuffed animal under my head and … promptly fell into a restless sleep. 
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   We drove in silence most of the way. Two soldiers thinking about everything we’d just been through—everyone we’d lost and everything we would still face in the coming days. So much death and destruction. So much fucking insanity. I really didn’t know how much more any man could be expected to take before he lost his mind and humanity completely. And then there was Melody Carter. My hands gripped the steering wheel tighter and I clenched my jaw harder. What was it about her that drew me to her? Sure, she was beautiful. She was also tough and smart, but most of all she stirred up feelings inside of me that I never thought I’d feel again. Not since … Alison. But, Melody was falling in love with Jude. It was plain for anyone with two eyes to see. I was surprised I hadn’t noticed it before. I knew that they said they were an item back in Charlotte, but I’d held out hope that it had all been an act. I don’t think Melody had even known that she was in love with Jude. Not until she thought she was going to lose him. 
 
   “We should check over there,” Captain Parsons said, snapping me out of my thoughts. I nodded and pulled the semi into the parking lot of a Walmart Supercenter. I’m always surprised by the sight of an absolutely deserted shopping center, especially when the only signs of life come from those who aren’t even living. How messed up is that? If it weren’t for the zombies shuffling around in between abandoned vehicles and overturned shopping carts, the entire area would have been as silent as a tomb. I don’t know which will eventually drive me over that super fine line of insanity … the absolute silence and void of life in the world or the fact that I sometimes appreciate the sounds of the undead. Even some sort of noise is better than … nothingness. 
 
   “Okay, let’s do this quickly and get out of here. The other team should be getting supplies, so all we need to get are the vehicles.” Captain Parsons didn’t reply. “Captain?” He was staring out his window at the several zombies that were already making their way slowly toward us in the fading daylight. 
 
   “You know it wasn’t your fault, don’t you Tex?” His voice seemed far away and reflective. He turned his head and met my stare. His eyes were an eerie shade of blue, a shade so light that they seemed to look straight through you and straight to your soul. He looked tired and like he’d aged five years over the last several months. “No one blamed you for bringing Germain back to the base.” I sighed and ran a hand over my eyes. I was so tired. “Any one of us would have done the exact same thing and taken her back to the base with us. We’d all lost someone. Every single one of us have something to prove. Someone we wish we would have been there for that first day.” His eyes searched mine. I nodded quickly in understanding. I knew no one blamed me, I even knew that any of the other soldiers would have done the same thing, but that didn’t mean I still didn’t blame myself. Soldiers died. People suffered. All because I wanted to make up for my past shortcomings. 
 
   “Ready?” he asked after a moment. 
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I answered with a smile. 
 
   The first several zombies were easily dispatched with knives driven into their temples. We immediately found a large SUV that was easy to hotwire and had half a tank of gas, so we left it running and circled the parking lot together, looking for another SUV or van that would hold six or more people. I soon spotted the perfect vehicle. An RV sat all by its lonesome at the back of the parking lot. I whistled to the Captain and pointed at the vehicle as I began moving toward it. Two zombies were between me and the RV. The first one I took down without even halting my stride. It was so swollen and slow that I was surprised it didn’t self-combust into a pile of slushy zombie guts. It hadn’t stood a chance. The second one brought me up short. It had been a woman, probably in her late twenties, and wearing jeans and a black tee shirt when she turned. I blinked once, at first feeling unsure of why I even hesitated. 
 
   The closer she got the more I noticed how much of a resemblance the zombie had to Alison. Her hair was the same length, her build was the same and this zombie even had on the same type of dressy, decorative scarf that Alison had always worn. I stood there, transfixed, as the zombie came closer and closer, dragging one leg behind her as if it had been damaged. I didn’t move or breathe, I just stood there watching her, hearing the gurgling in her throat and the snapping of her teeth as she got within a couple of feet of me. Captain Parsons yelled out and let out a string of curses. I heard him running in my direction and yet I stood rooted to that spot, unable to move. 
 
   It seemed so long ago that Alison had died, so long ago that I had put her and her parents down in their home. And yet, it seemed like yesterday. I had always been responsible for others, always taking care of family, civilians, and soldiers. I’d failed so many times. I didn’t want to fail anymore. I just wanted the loneliness and failure to end. 
 
   The female zombie reached out and made a break for me, realizing an easy meal was within her grasp. Her hand reached my shoulder and … a shot caught her in the temple. The zombie’s head jerked to the side and her body fell to the ground pulling me forward. I stumbled over the corpse, but caught and righted myself before I landed on top of the undead woman. My heart was pounding so hard I could feel the extra blood pumping at each of my temples, could hear the blood as is rushed through my veins and past my ear drums. Time stood still as the realization of what I just almost let happen came up to choke me. I stumbled again just as Captain Parsons reached me. His hands grasped me roughly about the shoulders and he jerked me until I turned to face him. 
 
   “Are you bitten?” he gasped out. I shook my head and swallowed. 
 
   “No,” I said roughly. 
 
   “Good.” His fist caught me right in the jaw and I went flying to the ground like I’d been punched by a much younger and much larger man. I dragged myself off of the asphalt, spit out some blood, and wiggled my jaw. Not broken, but sure felt like hell. “Pick up your knife, soldier,” he barked. “Let’s get the RV so we can get back to group. Right now,” he ordered. 
 
   “Yes, Sir!” I grabbed my knife and did as my commanding officer told me. 
 
   We pulled up to the toy store a few hours later with both vehicles and a few supplies we’d found in the trunks of cars around the Walmart parking lot. Much easier and less risky than entering the store. I’d done a lot of thinking on the way back by myself. I’d come to some conclusions and had made a decision that I knew I had to make. One that I knew some people probably wouldn’t understand. I would break it to the group later though—after they were all safely deposited at the base. I got out of the RV and headed to the door of the toy store behind the Captain. 
 
   “Sir, about what happened …” I began. The Captain stopped and turned to face me, his eyes sharp and discerning. 
 
   “I’ve already forgotten about what happened,” he said. “Just don’t let it happen again, soldier.” I breathed in a deep, grateful, sigh and nodded my head. 
 
   “It won’t, Sir,” I answered truthfully. He watched me a moment longer before opening the door and going inside. I followed him in and found a spot I could crash for a few hours. The next day I’d be depositing everyone safely at the base and then be headed on my own separate way. I didn’t really have a plan or even know where I would be headed, but I knew I had to go. Everyone would just have to understand. 
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   My neck was horribly kinked and my arm was throbbing with pain when I woke up the next morning on the floor of the toy store. I wiggled my shoulders and rolled onto my back, blinking away the sleep and fuzziness from eyes. 
 
   “Thank goodness. I was beginning to think I was going to have to listen to you snore all day.” A pair of brown eyes, slightly blood shot, stared down at me. I reached up to run a hand along Jude’s face. A tiny sob and a tear escaped to roll down my cheek. 
 
   “You scared the shit out of me, you know,” I said softly. Jude smiled and then grimaced in pain. He rolled off of his side and back onto his back to get more comfortable. I sat up and placed a palm on his forehead. He didn’t have a fever. I sighed in relief. 
 
   “I feel like I’ve been run over by a herd of angry elephants,” he said gruffly. I smiled and ran a hand along his bare chest and around the covered wound there. Blood was beginning to seep through. “I seem to remember you promising me some action after we got out of that hell-hole. This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, you know.” He waggled his brows and I laughed. 
 
   “There will plenty time for that later, soldier,” I whispered as I gave him a soft kiss on his cheek. Someone cleared their throat. I turned and saw Tex standing just a few feet away. 
 
   “We should probably get going. The sooner we get to the base, the better. Everyone’s exhausted and a few people still need some medical attention,” he said. I nodded and got up from the spot next to Jude. The room spun slightly and Tex grabbed my arm to keep me steady. “Whoa there. You do remember that you were shot yesterday, right?” I scowled over at him and he laughed. He sobered quickly and looked at Jude. “You’re going to have your hands full with this one,” he said with a small smile. Jude blinked. I could tell he was a little confused. Heck, I was a little confused. “You’ll take good care of her.” I wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question. The guys were staring at each other, some sort of male communication passing between them, mano-a-mano, that I couldn’t decipher. Jude nodded, barely a movement and Tex returned the gesture. “We’re ready to go when you two are.” And with that, Tex turned on his heel and left. 
 
   “What was that all about?” I asked, my mouth still hanging open slightly. 
 
   “Nothing for you women-folk to worry your pretty little heads about,” Jude said with a wink and an exaggerated southern drawl. I raised a brow. Really?
 
   “I know you did not just refer to me as women-folk,” I said, narrowing my eyes. Jude began laughing and immediately hissed out in pain. I knelt down beside him. 
 
   “Have pity on the wounded,” he pled with big, puppy dog eyes. I rolled mine and tried to look angry, but didn’t quite succeed. 
 
   “How’s my patient today?” I looked up and found the young medic staring down us. 
 
   “I’m ready to take on the undead hordes. Where’s my knife?” Jude said loudly. She smiled. Jude smiled widely at her and I found myself wishing the woman was a little on the ugly side. A soldier came in to help Jude to his feet so we could get to the RV that Tex had secured for us the night before.
 
   When I got outside and made sure Jude was safely in the RV, much to his amusement, I walked over to Tex to see how everything was going. He watched me approach as he finished giving instructions to a Hispanic man who had been riding the tank the day before. 
 
   “How’s everything looking?” I asked as I joined him. 
 
   “The guys were going to drive the tank to the base, but it is out of ammunition and only has fumes for gas. We can always come back for it later.” He pointed to the tank where three guys were standing as a look out for zombies. “We lost one guy on the supply run last night, a really young guy named Michael.” I frowned at him. I hadn’t known we lost anyone last night. Of course, I’d been out cold until this morning. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I murmured. Tex waved away the sentiment. 
 
   “So, we have Captain Parsons driving the SUV with six passengers, and I’ll drive the RV with you, Jude, the medic, and four of the others. We should be able to make it back in a little over two hours.” I nodded. Sounded about right. 
 
   “Look, I wanted to talk to you,” I said softly. Tex caught my gaze and held it. His eyes searched mine and then he smiled gently. 
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about, sweetheart. I understand. There’s no hurt feelings,” he said. I smiled and felt a weight that I hadn’t even know was there lift from my sore shoulders. 
 
   “Are we good to go then?” I asked in relief. Tex nodded and mumbled a “we’re good” as he walked away. Something was off with Tex, but I couldn’t place what it was. I guess there would be plenty of time to talk to him about it later … once we were at the base. Captain Parsons let out an ear-splitting whistle and we all jumped into our awaiting vehicles, anxious to be on the move. 
 
   Our trek home went without a hitch. 
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   “I thought you two were zombie bait for sure.” Before I could respond, I was pulled forward by two dark, muscular arms until I was completely enfolded in Ghost’s embrace. I only flinched a little at the pain in my arm. “Thanks for bringing him back to us alive,” he said gruffly as he pulled back. 
 
   “I did my best, but I sure wish I could have brought him back without a bullet wound,” I answered wearily. Ghost lifted my chin with one long finger and made me meet his eyes. 
 
   “You can’t control everything, Melody Carter. Jude’s a big boy and he was lucky to have you with him on that suicide mission.” I smiled at him as Jude entered the room. 
 
   “I’ve been commanded to go straight to bed,” he said grouchily as he joined us. I laughed and put arm around his waist. 
 
   “Well, let’s get you tucked in, shall we?” 
 
   “Man. I’d take her up on that offer quick if I were you. A lot of guys would love to hear those words from her lips,” Ghost teased. Jude scowled over at him as I pulled him toward the exit. 
 
   “Wait, what did he mean a lot of guys?” Jude grumbled. I sighed and threw Ghost a dirty look over my shoulder as we left the room. His laughter followed us all the way down the hallway. 
 
   After I tucked Jude into his room, I went to check on how everyone else was doing. A few soldiers were being still being treated for minor wounds, several had already retired to their new rooms, and some were sitting in the small common area chatting amongst their new base-mates. I smiled as I watched the young female medic, Maria, blush while Big Ben flirted outrageously with her. I shook hands with Major Tillman and was just about to head to my own room when Captain Parsons stepped in my path. 
 
   “Melody, may I speak with you a moment, please?” he asked. I smiled at him until I caught on to how serious he was. 
 
   “Of course, Captain. What can I do for you?” I asked. He smiled at that and I marveled at how much he reminded me of an older version of my dad. I blinked rapidly and turned away from his gaze, not wanting him to see me get all girly and emotional. He cleared his throat. 
 
   “You have done so much for me, so much for my men already.” He looked down at his hands and then back up again at me, his gaze sincere. “I hope I can help you some day, to pay you and Jude back for what you did for us.” I was shaking my head the whole time he spoke. As if we would expect anything in return. “But for right now … I have to ask you for a small favor.” That caught my attention. “Not for me … but for one of my men.” He said uneasily. I smiled again and shook my head. 
 
   “Captain, spit it out. I’d be honored to do anything I can for you or any of your men,” I said gently. 
 
   “It’s Tex,” he said, watching my reaction. I hissed in a breath through my teeth and narrowed my eyes. 
 
   “What about him?” I asked. I knew something was going on with Tex, I just wasn’t sure what it was. It seemed the Captain had a better clue than I did. 
 
   “He’s leaving,” he said flatly. I thought I misheard him. 
 
   “Leaving?” I asked as if it didn’t make any sense. Where could he be going? Captain Parsons nodded his head. 
 
   “The darn fool has it in his head that he needs to be alone, so he’s planning on heading out into ....” His voice trailed off. I knew what he was getting at. Tex was headed out into a world that we really had no clue about, a world full of misery and death … and he was going to do it all alone. I’d done that for two years and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. He was an idiot and I was going to have to knock some sense into his honky-tonk-lovin’ ass. I gritted my teeth and glanced over at the door that led topside. 
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” I said. 
 
   “Thank you,” he answered. I nodded and shook hands with him.
 
   “Now, please go get some rest, Sir,” I suggested. He smiled as he walked away to check on the rest of his men. I left to tell the Major I was going to be MIA for a few. He didn’t question what I was doing, he just told me to be careful. I gave him a smart salute and pulled my knife from its sheath. He shook his head and sighed. A few minutes later, I found Tex sitting in an office, staring at a telephone like it might ring at any moment. 
 
   “You waiting on a call?” I asked. He smiled wryly, his eyes never leaving the desk phone. 
 
   “It’s funny, really. I always hated to hear a phone ring. I despised my cell phone. I’d only gotten one in case Alison needed to reach me. So many people were caught up in their devices, their smart phones, laptops, and such. They tended to forget about real life going on all around them.” His voice lowered as he stared at the phone. “I’d give anything to hear a phone ring again. To hear people bustle about, full of life and dreams.” I took a deep breath, hurting a little for him and his pain. “How’d you know I was up here?” he asked a second later. I shrugged and sat down on the edge of the desk. 
 
   “What are you doing, Tex?” I asked after a moment. He sighed deeply and raised his eyes to meet mine for the first time. 
 
   “I’m doing what I need to do right now.” My mouth flew open and I was ready to rip him a new one when he immediately cut me off. “I can’t be here, Melody. Not right now. I know you think this is the absolute worst thing someone could do with the world the way it is right now,” he said quickly. “And I would agree with you … normally. But, I know what I need right now. I know where I’m at, what I’ve dealt with and how much more I can take,” he said vehemently. “I need this.” He said, his eyes wide and pleading. 
 
   I stood up and walked over to the window and peered out through the blinds. Two zombies were lumbering around the small RV we’d picked up on our way back to the base. I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. I didn’t want him to go. It wasn’t good for anyone to be out there alone with the way things were. But, I couldn’t help but understand where he was coming from and kind of get what he was saying. Only Tex knew his mind and heart. Only Tex could make a decision like this for himself. He seemed to be making the decision with a clear head, so who was I to make him feel like crap for it?
 
   “I don’t like it,” I said, as if it made a difference. I turned to face him. He grinned at me and got to his feet. 
 
   “I know you don’t, sweetheart. And I know Captain Parsons doesn’t either. But, you’ll both let me go, because you know it’s the right thing to do.” I huffed out a breath and followed him to the door. 
 
   “You better not get killed, Tex,” I said angrily. He smiled wider and reached for the door knob.
 
   “I don’t plan on it,” he said with a wink. 
 
   “If it gets to be too much out there by yourself ….”
 
   “I’ll pack up and bring my ass right back here,” he finished for me. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the wall. He turned the knob and cracked the door open.
 
   “Tex, what’s your real name anyway?” I asked as he stepped through the doorway. He didn’t turn or even look back.
 
   “I’ll tell you some other time,” he said softly. 
 
   “Promise?” I whispered. A pause. 
 
   “Promise,” he murmured as he shut the door behind him. 
 
   I stood there, leaning up against the wall, for quite a while after I heard the RV start up and leave the area. I thought about all I’d been through since that first day that the airplane fell from the sky to land in our neighborhood. I thought about all the time I spent alone in the woods, fending for myself and just trying to survive day by day. I thought of all the things that had happened to me over the last several days … meeting other survivors, meeting Jude, almost dying a couple of times, meeting Tex, getting shot by my psycho ex-best friend, and then having to kill her. 
 
   I thought of all that … all the horrible things and all the good things and I couldn’t help but to have … hope. Hope that tomorrow would be a better day. Hope that the world could bounce back from the horrible, gaping wound it had suffered. 
 
   And hope that humanity would be able to find its way back from all the darkness, pain, and loss. 
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   It had been over three weeks since everything had gone down at the Charlotte army base and yet I still couldn’t seem to shake the overwhelming feeling of loss and betrayal surrounding me like a fog. I couldn’t shut out the little voice of doubt every time I thought of Tex and how I had let him go out into the infested world all alone on a soul-searching mission or some such bull crap. Anger had been welling up inside of me so much lately that the guys had begun throwing around words like “hormonal” and “she-bitch” when they thought I couldn’t hear them. For the past week I had even pushed Jude away, holding him at arm’s length for whatever screwed up reason my mind had concocted. 
 
   So, here I was squatting outside in overgrown weeds on the outskirts of the base, taking my anger and frustrations out on every single zombie I could find. It wasn’t a difficult task and I’d convinced myself that we would be just that much safer if I thinned out the area several times a week, so that when we went out for a supply run, we’d have an easier time of it. Jude had stopped trying to convince me to stay inside. Everyone had. 
 
   I stood up from my hiding spot and rubbed the back of my neck. I glanced around the area in the fading light and squinted my eyes to scan the distant field. There weren’t near as many zombies in the area as there had once been. Usually on any given day, even after I’d cleared them out a day or two before, I’d easily find a dozen or more zombies in our backyard. This time I had probably only taken out around six. And now that I thought about it, all the zombies I’d taken down in the past week or so had been a bit too easy. Maybe I was getting better at the killing. I wasn’t sure if that was such a good thing, but one thing I did know was that it would keep me alive longer. There was that. 
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’m about ready to call it a day,” The voice came from close by and belonged to the young female medic, Maria, who we’d brought with us from the Charlotte base. I’d put my jealousy of her gorgeousness aside when I was sure she didn’t have her eyes on Jude as anything other than a patient. We’d become pretty close since then. It helped that she didn’t ask questions and was an amazing shot. I hadn’t had anyone of the same sex to talk to since … well, in a very long time. 
 
   “Yeah, my shoulders are killing me. I could use some grub and a shower,” I answered grudgingly. “You go ahead, I’ll follow behind you in a few.” She nodded and accepted what I said without blinking. She knew I needed my time alone and she knew as much as anyone that I could handle myself out here.
 
   “Okay, I’ll see you inside. Be careful.” I smiled at her and began a final lap around the perimeter of the base. I took it slow, letting myself really enjoy the outdoors. I wasn’t stupid. I knew the base, the underground safe house, was the safest place for anyone to be, but sometimes I missed the fresh air. I missed the outdoors, the open sky, and the sounds of nature. Because even though there were now unnatural sounds echoing all around the world, sounds that had no business haunting people’s nightmares, I still missed the sound of a bird singing, the sound of the small river out in the woods as it trickled its way through the forest. Even in our most fucked up world, the good could still be seen and heard … if you were willing to look hard enough. I sighed deeply and slung my gun onto my back.
 
   I sprinted across the property and skirted around a few buildings until I spotted a solitary zombie in between me and the door to the main office building. I slowed my pace to a brisk walk as I made my way toward the undead man. About the time he noticed me, I was within ten feet of him. Instead of closing the distance between us and dispatching the corpse like I normally would have, I stood and waited for him to come to me. The zombie opened its mouth to groan and gnash its teeth, but the sound that came from its throat was off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it definitely didn’t sound the same … it sounded … juicier. 
 
   The zombie’s head also seemed abnormally large, the cranium nearly double the size of what it should have been. Besides all that, an eyeball was hanging from one of its eye sockets and dangled back and forth as it stumbled forward. How attractive. I shuddered as the mutant zombie made an effort to come after me. He was slow. Very slow. Maybe it was because of the shape the corpse was in … maybe I was over thinking it. Maybe. When he finally made it close enough to me, I didn’t even have to dodge him. I just struck him once, right in the forehead. He didn’t have a chance … and neither did my clothing. The zombie’s head popped like I’d just burst a balloon that had been overstuffed with rank, rotten innards. The zombie-head-piñata burst and all its glorious prizes spewed forth in one huge splash all over me. I gagged and wiped some unknown substance off of my cheek as I stumbled toward the door.
 
    I was never going to live this down. 
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   I was scarfing down a protein bar and some nuts when Jude entered the mess hall and sat down at my table the next morning. “So, I heard you were quite the sight when you came in yesterday.” His lip twitched with the effort it took to keep from smiling. I scowled and popped the last bit of protein bar into my mouth, watching him from beneath lowered lashes. 
 
   “The freaking zombie just burst like I’d stuck a pin in an over inflated balloon. Blood, guts, and crap just spewed all over me,” I answered grumpily. The guys were still giving me crap about it this morning. My one-finger-salute and my very colorful vocabulary didn’t sway their hilarity. I opted to ignore them from this point on. Jude, very wisely, kept his wise cracks in check. 
 
   “How was it out there?” he asked after a moment. 
 
   “I don’t know. The same, but different. I can’t put my finger on it, but something has changed.” Jude nodded and stood up from the table. 
 
   “Well, looks like we are going to get a chance to check it out. Major Tillman wants us to lead a group out today.” I finished off my bottle of water and studied Jude’s face. His face was … resigned. 
 
   “You didn’t want me to go.” It wasn’t a question. He ran a hand through his hair and stared at the top of the table. 
 
   “It’s not that I don’t think you can handle yourself. It’s not that you’re a female. So, don’t take it wrong. It’s just that … well, I’d like to be able to go out like I used to.” I stood, pushing away from the table and came to stand in front of Jude with my arms crossed over my chest. 
 
   “And how did you go out when you didn’t have me to tag along?” I asked quietly. Jude sighed deeply before answering. 
 
   “With a clear conscience,” he stated without apology. My arms fell to my side and I took a step back. “I was able to lead my missions, to go out there without any thought for myself. If I died … I died so that others could survive. If I die tomorrow, I’d feel the same. But, when you’re out there with me …” He shook his head. “I’ll be worried about you and I might not be able to make the hard choices. I’ll be worried that you’ll get hurt. And if you got hurt—if you were to die, then nothing—none of this—will haven’t meant anything.” I stood there with no idea what to say. I couldn’t help how he felt and I couldn’t just stay home and out of harm’s way to keep him from worrying about me. That was part of the world we now lived in. I put a hand on his arm and waited for him to turn his face toward me. 
 
   “Jude, you can’t keep the people you care about bubbled away from the harsh reality of the world. I could stay here this time, but the truth is that we put ourselves in harm’s way now by just living. I could get hurt here on my daily rounds, we could have a breech, we could run out of food and water, or an illness could sweep through the base. That is our reality. No matter what happens though, no matter what we face, I would rather be by your side when it does. I would rather die tomorrow fighting with you than sit here twiddling my thumbs and wondering if you’ll ever come back to me.” His eyes softened and his hand came up to caress my cheek. I closed my eyes and leaned my face into it. 
 
   “I love you, Melody Carter.” My eyes popped open and I stared at his face, noting the crooked smile on his lips. “I think I’ve loved you since the moment you attacked me butt-naked and socked me in the eye.” I grinned and felt my cheeks warm. 
 
   “I love you too, Agent Harrison,” I said with a small smile. “Now, let’s go round up the guys.” He nodded and grabbed my hand, tangling his fingers with mine as we made our way around the base, gathering our group to forage for food and supplies. 
 
    
 
   ΅
 
    
 
   “Okay, so here’s the thing,” Jude began when we were all topside and gathered in the office building. “This won’t be just a regular supply run.” I raised my brow. I hadn’t even known this. I glanced around the room and into the other dozen or so faces as they listened and immediately knew that no one else had known either. “Major Tillman didn’t want to alarm anyone, but we are extremely short on supplies. Not only are we low on medical supplies, but we are dangerously low on food supplies as well.”
 
   “How low?” Ghost asked, his deep voice seeming to boom off of the walls of the small office space. Jude caught each of our eyes and then met Ghost’s inquiring stare. 
 
   “There is probably enough food to hold the entire base over for another two-to-three weeks if we drastically cut all our portions to the bare minimum.” A couple of guys muttered beneath their breath and we all understood what this meant. Higher risk for larger quantities of food and supplies. It wasn’t easy to care for almost a hundred people in the middle of the zombie apocalypse. “As some of you know, we also have another slight problem.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “We have been doing supply runs in this area and surrounding areas for over two years now and the places we’ve scouted, the places we’ve foraged before have basically been picked clean.”
 
   “What does that mean?” The question came from a soldier we’d brought over from the Charlotte base. 
 
   “It means we are going to have to go into a larger city. It means this could be a very dangerous mission,” I answered. Jude nodded his head.
 
   “That’s exactly what it means. We need to go out of our normal range and find larger quantities of food, larger quantities of supplies, which means going into zones that we haven’t scouted before and probably running into a lot more of the undead while doing so.” He glanced around the room once again. “If you don’t want to do this run, we won’t hold it against any of you and we won’t think any less of any of you. The risk will be great.” Jude paused. “If there’s anyone who wants to stay … now would be the time to jump ship,” he said seriously. No one made a move.
 
   “As if we’d let you and Melody go out and have all the fun,” Manuel said with a smile. A chorus of “hell yeahs” sounded in agreement. Jude smiled at them and stood up, pulling his knife from its sheath. 
 
   “Well, let’s get going then. We’re burning daylight.”
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   The day was overcast and gloomy as we made our way slowly out of town in a small caravan of vehicles. The plan was simple, but everyone knew that simple didn’t mean easy or safe. Safe was one of those words whose meaning had changed since the end of the world. Safety was really only a state of mind in our violent surroundings. Maybe one day that would change, but for now we could only help survivors until the world started getting back to normal—if it could ever get back to normal. 
 
   “So, once we find supplies, how are we supposed to get it all back to the base?” A young man who went by the name “Z” asked. 
 
   “The plan is to find a truck big enough to haul everything back to the base. We have several guys who can drive semis on the team, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sure finding an abandoned eighteen wheeler or smaller won’t be a problem either.” Jude answered. Z nodded at Jude and turned to look out the window as we kept driving. It was slow going where we were with a lot of abandoned vehicles and debris littering the road we’d taken to get to city of Gastonia.
 
    Jude pulled off to the side of the road a few hours later, the other vehicles followed his lead and pulled off behind him. I glanced around the area, spotting only a few zombies compared to the large amount of deserted and overturned cars. Jude searched the area one last time and then turned to me. I nodded. This looked as good as any place. We were only a few miles outside of the city limit and needed to walk the rest of the way. Jude cut the engine to the SUV and we all waited for his command. 
 
   “Okay, let’s do this then,” he clipped out. We all exited the vehicles and began our journey on foot into Gastonia, North Carolina by cutting down all the zombies in our way for the next two miles. There were plenty to go around. When we made it to the city limits we did what we had discussed and split into two groups. One group, with Manuel in charge, went in search of the two drug stores that were supposed to be only four blocks into the city and we went to find the Sam’s Club that was supposed to be nearly half a mile west of the pharmacies. 
 
   We made it several blocks in relative ease, but there was a tension in the air and I couldn’t help but feel like something was wrong. I didn’t voice my opinions though, I didn’t want to spook our group. We ducked into a tiny bookstore, about a block away from our destination, when a larger group of zombies lumbered around a corner and down the middle of the street. I took the time to really study our surroundings through the glass doors of the bookstore as the zombies stumbled past. 
 
   “There seems to be a lot of bodies in the streets,” Ghost whispered near me. I nodded and clenched my jaw. Too many bodies were in the street. The stench of the undead wafting off of the pavement was nearly toxic and definitely strong enough to make you tear up as you walked past. I searched the streets beside Jude and Ghost with my heart sinking further and further. Something just wasn’t right. 
 
   “It’s not just victims from those first days out there,” I said quietly. “There are dozens and dozens of undead, which look like they’ve been taken down recently, littering every single street.” I shook my head. This couldn’t be good. 
 
   “Damn it,” Jude muttered darkly as we stood there watching the majority of the larger group of zombies pass us by. “There has to be another group in this area.” Ghost muttered something beneath his breath and backed away from the door, leaving me with Jude. 
 
   “Maybe they’re not hostile.” I tried to sound hopeful. But, the truth of the matter was that if there was a large enough group in the area to clear out hundreds of zombies at a time, more than likely they’d laid claim to all the supplies in the area or at least would make it very difficult for other groups to pilfer anything worth taking. Jude swore again and we both stood quietly wondering if we should move forward or head back the way we’d come and find the rest of our group. We used the walkie-talkies we’d brought with us to tell the other group to be extra careful as they moved through the city. I pulled the map and list of stores, hospitals, pharmacies, and such we’d made before we left camp. 
 
   I hunched down and spread the papers out on the ground and used my mini flashlight to look over them. I found what I was looking for and pointed it out to Jude as he squatted down next to me to look at my papers. 
 
   “That’s where we need to go,” I said, pointing to the scribbles.
 
   “Ashbrooke High?” Jude questioned with a raised brow. I smiled broadly and snatched the papers off of the ground. 
 
   “Think about it, Jude. The schools would have had hundreds of kids on a daily basis. Most schools have high fences for security and not many people would try to loot a school during a zombie outbreak.” Jude stared at me like he knew I was getting to a point, but he wasn’t sure what it was. I rolled my eyes at him and sighed. “How much food do you think a regular sized school would have stocked up to feed hundreds of hungry teens at any given time?” I asked with a smirk. Jude eyes widened and then he grinned at me. 
 
   “I knew that,” he said. “I was just testing you.” I chuckled under my breath and followed him over to the rest of the group and listened as he told them about our change in plans. 
 
   The road to the high school was paved with more bodies and even more of the undead. We tried to play it safe, only engaging the zombies when we had to, keeping to the buildings and ducking behind cars as much as possible. Sometimes, though, we had to fight tooth and nail for our lives, for the lives of our comrades, and to make it further into the city and closer to our destination. As careful as we were, we still lost one of our people on the way. 
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   Some things never change. The sense of apprehension that used to plague me every time I went to school certainly hadn’t. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t apprehension for quite the same reasons like—who was dating who, what my friends would think of my new hairstyle, or wondering if Lisa Kasey was pregnant or had just gained a lot of weight, but there was some major stress involved in breaking into a high school. Most of it having to do with the fact that we had no idea what lay on the other side of the barbed wire fence we were cutting into. Was the school completely deserted? Was there a mob of undead waiting for us, or had another group already thought of what I did and were just inside the school? I could have led us straight into an ambush. I adjusted my grip on my knife and wiped a droplet of sweat from my forehead as I fought off a few straggler zombies with Jude as we waited for everyone to get through the fence. 
 
   “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” I muttered darkly as I ducked through the fence opening. 
 
   “It was a good idea, Mel. It’ll be alright,” Ghost said with a wink. I smiled back, but I still couldn’t help but feel out of sorts. Nothing had really gone right since we’d started this mission and that was never a good sign of things to come. We made our way across the front of the campus and to the front doors of the school without running into a single zombie. So far, so good. The doors were locked tight. We didn’t want to use our guns if we didn’t have. No reason to draw unnecessary attention to ourselves. 
 
   “Find another way in? Maybe break out a window?” I asked with a shrug. Jude smiled at me and stepped away from the doors, motioning for Ghost to come over.
 
   “It’s all you. Ghost.” Jude patted Ghost on the back as he approached the locked double doors. Ghost took out a tiny pack from one of his large pants pockets and pulled out a few tools. Not two minutes later, the lock popped and Ghost stood up and held the door open with a flourish. I wondered, as I grinned over at him, how many times Ghost’s special abilities had come in handy over the past two years. 
 
   “I vaguely recall spending my teen years trying to sneak out of school,” Ghost said with a shake of his head as we all entered the hallway. I turned quickly, my knife coming up in defense as the sound of approaching footsteps alerted the group that we were not alone. 
 
   “Relax. It’s just us,” Manuel said, his hands up and a smirk on his face. I lowered my knife and relaxed a fraction, as did everyone else in our group. Ghost clapped Manuel on the back and they did some manly fist bump action. 
 
   “How did it go? Everyone okay? Jude asked. Manuel lifted the long duffle back off of his back and motioned to two others in his group. All three of them were carrying large, bulging duffle bags. Looked like their pharmacy run had been successful. “Good. Let’s all move quietly and find the cafeteria,” Jude said seriously. “The quicker the better.” We moved through the eerily empty hallways with only the sound of our shoes echoing around us. I tried not to look at the bulletin boards, the award cabinet, and the depressingly empty classrooms as we passed. But the fact that a place which was once so full of life and promise, a place that once held so many teenagers with dreams and aspirations for their future, was now sitting abandoned like a ghost town wasn’t lost on any of us. 
 
   We made a right turn down a hallway and saw what we had been searching for directly in front of us. A sign over the double doors read “Cafeteria”. A door to the right of the cafeteria entrance led out into an open courtyard where tables and chairs sat, inviting kids to sit outside and enjoy their lunch in the fresh air. My heart felt pained by the reminder that I had been one of those teens sitting outside eating lunch with my friends, the majority of whom were probably dead now, just months before the outbreak. It felt like it had been a lifetime ago. 
 
   “Melody?” Jude was staring at me as I stood there with my thoughts in places they had no business being. 
 
   “I’m good,” I said quietly as I approached the rest of the group with a sad smile. After Ghost worked his magic once again we all entered the cafeteria and made our way to the back, where supplies would have been kept. Ghost and three other guys decided to scout out the room and other doors that led into the cafeteria to make sure the room was as secure as possible. When Jude opened the back room, he let out a whistle. I followed behind him and Z as they entered the storage room. I couldn’t stop grinning like a fool. Jude and Z shone their flashlights on the shelves that lined the rather large room. I spotted huge cans of peas, carrots, fruit cocktail and tons of other vegetables all stacked in neatly organized sections. 
 
   “Holy Shit,” Z muttered. I walked over to where he stood as he was rubbed his hand along a can like he’d found the holy-grail. “Pulled pork,” he whispered lovingly—a man entranced. I laughed out loud. Thirty minutes later, after everyone had oohed and ahhed over the storage room, the school had been well scouted, and everyone had sat for a few minutes to rest, I was itching to be on the move again. 
 
   “Now, how are we going to get all of this out of here?” I asked. I was sitting with Jude, Z, and Manuel in the main room of the cafeteria. After a moment, Jude answered.
 
   “We need to find a truck.” I nodded. Right. Find a decent sized truck with a decent amount of fuel.
 
   “Bus.” 
 
   I turned to face Ghost as he strode across the room. 
 
   “Bus?” Jude asked. Ghost nodded and looked over at me. 
 
   “According to our maps and the info we have, there should be a parking lot between here and the elementary school … probably half a mile further into the city. They keep the buses for all the surrounding schools there.” Jude rubbed his chin. “They would be filled with gas and we could fill the entire bus with supplies and still have room for everyone to sit.” Ghost glanced at me quickly before turning back to Jude. Jude narrowed his eyes.
 
   “What’s the catch?” he asked. Ghost didn’t flinch beneath his stare. 
 
   “Looks like our luck has run out … I scouted out back, around the school and from this block over, the undead are swarming the streets. It would be dangerous.” Jude started to shake his head. “It might be our best bet … it seems the zombies are moving in huge packs, like some kind of herd.” I shuffled on my feet and stared uncomprehendingly at Ghost. Herd?
 
   “They are moving in groups? That’s nothing different than what we’ve dealt with before …” Ghost rubbed a hand over his dark, shaved head. 
 
   “No, not this time. They are kind of moving across the city in a wave, like a flock of birds would.” His eyes met mine and then he clenched his jaw and caught Jude’s stare once again. “That wave is already headed this way.” I glanced out the windows and realized how late it was. The undead were making their way across the city and they were moving in our direction. No way we’d be able to get back out of town before they arrived … not without leaving behind all the supplies we’d found. Another question popped into my confused mind.
 
   “If they’re moving in waves during the day, maybe by morning they’ll have moved past us or back the way they came?” I stated. Ghost nodded. 
 
   “That’s what I’m thinking, but who knows? I’ve never seen them move together quite so in sync. And when they do blow through, will they be able to get onto the school property or are we relatively safe here?” he asked.
 
   “And there’s still the problem of needing a way to get out of here with all of these supplies, so no matter what, we need some wheels,” Jude interjected. Ghost nodded. He’d already figured that. Jude sighed loudly. “What do you need?” he asked Ghost. Ghost’s lips tightened into a thin line. 
 
   “I’ll need two volunteers to come with me and I’ll need … Melody.”
 
   “Why?” Jude asked after a pregnant pause. 
 
   “You and Manuel will need to stay here with the others and organize all the supplies so we can load them when we get back … and you’ll need Manuel to help if the herd comes through and the shit hits the fan while we’re gone.” Jude’s eyes were on me as Ghost spoke. “Melody has the most experience besides the three of us in the group. She’s fast, smart, and deadly with a weapon. She’s the only person I know can handle her shit under pressure beside you and Manuel. I need her backing me up.” My mouth dropped open quite unattractively when Ghost finished talking. I never realized Ghost thought so highly of me. I shut my mouth and glanced over at Jude to see how he was taking it. He was staring at the ground, his jaw clenched so hard, I’m sure he’d have a head ache later on. 
 
   “Alright, so Melody?” Jude looked at me questioningly. I nodded. I was in. “Let’s see who else is crazy enough to volunteer. Jude broke the news to the rest of the group and told them our plan. Manuel and the majority of the group began organizing all of the supplies for easy and quick loading and then went to make contingency plans, just in case the shit did indeed hit the fan while we were gone. Z and a short guy with shaggy brown hair named Nate joined Ghost and me to go out into the city to find a bus and bring it back to the group. 
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   Our small group headed to the back of the school. We only had a few hours of daylight left and we definitely didn’t want to get stuck out in the middle of an unknown city at night. Jude walked silently beside me as we approached the gate in the back of the school. I glanced over at him several times as we walked. 
 
   “Be smart. Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” he said softly. I smiled. Life was a risk, but I understood what he was saying. Come back to me safely. 
 
   “Will do, Sir.” I snapped a salute and he smiled. Lord, please, please let me come back to him, I willed out into the universe for good measure. I ran to catch up with the guys. Ghost turned to look back at Jude and tsked beneath his breath. I raised a brow at him.
 
   “What?” I snapped. He rubbed his hand over his chin like he was thinking.
 
   “I don’t know, I guess I just figure if I was leaving behind the one thing that meant most to me in the entire world, I’d leave them with a little more than a nod and a see ya later,” he said with a shrug. I stared at him. His eyes were smiling at me, but he was a hundred percent serious and I knew he was right. What the hell was I thinking? None of us were promised a tomorrow. I turned on my heel and ran back to Jude. His eyes were wide in question, but when I launched myself into his arms, he didn’t hesitate. 
 
   Jude jerked me off of my feet and his mouth immediately found mine. His lips weren’t gentle, they weren’t patient. He seared me with his kiss, his lips claimed me as his own. And I did the same in return. I broke away breathless and stared up into his face. 
 
   “I love you Jude Harrison. I will love you as long as I live and even after I’m gone, I will still be yours.” Jude bent down and placed one more lingering kiss on my still-tingling lips.
 
   “Glad to hear it, Mel. I plan on loving you for a lifetime, so make sure you come back to me.” I nodded, removed myself from his arms, and ran back to the group waiting at the fence with huge grins on each of their faces. 
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Ghost laughed. My face flamed.
 
   “Shut it. Let’s go and get this over with.” I was still grinning like a fool when we dipped through the opening in the gate. Our fight began immediately. We had to take down over a dozen zombies--rapid-fire—just to get away from the school. I ran with the group, pausing only to slide my blade through the emaciated neck of one zombie and then to stab through the bashed-in skull of another. I refused to look back at the high school. We’d see each other again soon enough. We had to. 
 
   Avoiding the undead this time around was not an easy task. For one thing, they seemed more aware and more active since the sun was going down, for another, their numbers seemed to have tripled since we’d gone into the school. Zombies flooded the streets, sidewalks, and most of the buildings. There really was no “safe” zone as we moved quickly through the city. We ducked behind cars, took out dozens of zombies, and tried to do it all while making as little noise as possible. If the zombies were acting herd-like, then I didn’t want to find out what a stampede of undead was capable of. I shuddered at the thought. 
 
   The only thing in our favor as we moved further into the city was that the zombies were moving slower than normal. I hadn’t been going crazy back at the base. For some reason the undead were not moving as quickly as they had been before. Ghost moved rapidly, driving his long, sword through the skull of a female zombie before swinging it in an arc and splitting a large and extremely bloated zombie with dark gray skin from scalp to navel. The zombie exploded, its bowels splashing onto his pants and boots. I sighed inwardly. Lucky. Ghost’s eyes were wide though, probably wondering how it was possible that so much rotten pulp could have fit inside of just one undead man. I’d wondered the exact same thing the day before when I was unceremoniously showered in zombie entrails. 
 
   We all kept moving, knowing time was of the essence. We were within a block of the school bus parking lot and fighting our way towards it with our backs to busted-out store fronts, when the zombie population seemed to thicken right before our eyes. Each of us were downing two or three zombies at a time, but not making much forward progress. Ghost fell in beside me, panting. 
 
   “Let’s cut through that building and come up to the fence line from behind.” I glanced over at the store, which miraculously looked to have its front window intact and nodded. I got Z’s and Nate’s attention and pointed to where we were going to head. Z bobbed his head and took down another zombie before sprinting with Nate. I cleared the front of the store right behind Z and turned to make sure no zombies were closing in our group as Nate and Ghost made their way the last few feet to the store. As soon as they cleared the front door, I locked the door and leaned against it long enough to catch my breath. I wiped my hands on my jeans and pointed my knife toward the back of the store. 
 
   “We have to keep moving, the sun’s about to set and then we will be fucked for real,” I said between breaths. Ghost nodded and we all moved through the store, our breathing heavy and our hearts hammering. In retrospect, I should have remembered the barista from that Starbucks back in Midtown two years before. If I had, what happened next might have been avoided. We pushed open a door and entered the back room of the store we’d taken a short cut through. Z stopped. 
 
   “Oh my god! Do you realize what store we’re in?” he asked, his eyes bugged out in shock. I glanced around the room. In all honesty, I hadn’t even noticed what it was when we ducked into the store. “We’re in a freaking Dunkin Donuts,” he groaned. I slapped the back of his head and shook my own. This kid was serious about his food. “Look over there.” He pointed across the room at what looked like very dirty and old deep fryers. “They made their own donuts right here in the store too,” he muttered in awe. Just then, I heard the banging on the front glass of the store. It had begun to grow louder and more frenzied. The zombies were getting riled up. 
 
   “Sorry, can’t stay and reminisce about the good ‘ole days,” I said as I began marching toward the back door. Nate and Ghost moved as well, but Z held back. I turned just as Z squatted and put a hand out to pet a large bag of donut mix and icing on a lower shelf. 
 
   “Too bad we can’t take a few …” His voice was cut off by a guttural cry of pain as a zombie that none of us had realized was in the room launched itself through the shelf from the other side and landed on top of a stunned Z. I cried out in terror as the zombie bit into Z’s throat, ripping flesh with its teeth and tearing into an artery. Blood sprayed up in an arc across the room as Ghost jerked the zombie off of Z and decapitated it. I ran over to Z and landed on my knees beside him. Blood pooled all around him. His eyes were wide and blood trickled from his mouth as his throat constricted several times. His last few breaths came out in quick pants—wet gurgles as he laid there in a dirty storeroom floor and died. Ghost laid a hand on my shoulder a minute or two later. I wiped away the tears I hadn’t realized I’d cried and stood unsteadily. 
 
   “I’m ready. Let’s go,” I said stiffly. I turned away as Ghost did what he had to in order to make sure Z would never become one of the walking dead. 
 
   “Okay, let’s keep tightly together and get to the bus parking lot as quickly as possible. Nate and I both nodded. We came out of the store in a whirlwind of blades and good thing we did. Zombies—tons of them—stood between us and a line of buses not a hundred yards away. It was evident to me right away that we were fucked. No way around it. No way to sugarcoat it. We were going to die. And that pissed me off. I had promised Jude that I’d come back to him, dammit. I fought for all that I was worth, but the moment Nate took out his gun, I knew there was no hope. His shots rang out in the city, drawing the attention of every zombie in the immediate area.  
 
   “What the fuck?” Ghost bellowed out. “Melody!” He shouted at me, drawing my attention to him just as a zombie sunk its teeth into his arm. I screamed in rage and ran my knife through the zombie in front of me, skewering it through an eye and heedless of the putrid juices that splattered my shirt. I ran toward Ghost, fighting off four … five … six undead before I reached him. He was still swinging his sword, his eyes blazing. He wasn’t going down without a fight. When his eyes met mine, they were sorrowful. I think another small piece of my soul died in that moment. I heard a cry of agony come from behind me, but I didn’t have the time or the strength to turn and see what was happening to Nate. When his high pitched scream pierced my skull and then … nothing, I knew it was only Ghost and I left. 
 
   “Melody!” Ghost bellowed as he kept fighting. I glanced up and saw him pointing his finger in the direction of the parking lot. I sliced my knife across the face of a short zombie and looked to where he was pointing. A small opening. Not much of one, but it was a spark of hope. We both redoubled our efforts and moved in unison toward the break in bodies. As soon as I made it there, I began running, assured Ghost was right behind me, that he was going to make it. I ran in between buses, banging and pushing on the doors of a few, looking for one that was open. Surely one of them had to be open. I only stopped when a zombie stumbled into my path and only long enough to drive my knife into its skull and then keep moving.
 
   When I got halfway down the line of buses, I banged on another door, feeling like it was all quite hopeless. When the door gave beneath my pounding and I fell onto the stairs of the bus, I pulled myself off of the steps with a gasp and ran up onto the empty bus. I moved quickly to the third seat and slammed a window down before pulling my gun off of my back and propping it up on the window seal. My hands were shaking by the time I spotted Ghost and started popping off the zombies that were hot on his tail. When he saw me in the window he ran for all that he was worth until he reached the bus, slamming the door shut behind him. My shots never slowed as I thinned the crowd of zombies that were closing in around the side of the bus. 
 
   “At this rate, I’ll run out of bullets without even making a dent in their numbers,” I shouted over the cacophony. Ghost was sitting in the driver’s seat, staring at the zombies as they banged their fists and gnashed their teeth on the bus door. “Ghost?” His eyes met mine and he smiled.
 
   “I’m dead, Melody Carter,” he said calmly. I shook my head and slammed the window up into place. 
 
   “No. There has to be something we can do …” I began. Ghost chuckled beneath his breath and smiled at me sadly. 
 
   “Not this time, beautiful girl,” he answered matter-of-factly. Tears ran down my face unashamedly. No. This couldn’t be how things were supposed to be. I walked over to the first seat on the bus, close to Ghost, and sat down heavily. 
 
   The force of the zombie’s bodies against the bus rocked it a bit. Holy hell. As long as they knew we were in here, they wouldn’t quit. Even if we started the bus, we wouldn’t be able to run over this many. We would never be able to get out of this mess. I closed my eyes and sunk back into my seat. Jude’s face flashed across my mind and I felt my heart tear in half. I heard Ghost ripping something and my eyes sprung open. He had ripped the hem of his shirt off. I walked over to him and took the fabric from him, wrapping it around the huge, bleeding wound on his upper arm. I took a bottle of water out of my pack, ignoring the frantic zombies on the other side of the glass door and handed it to Ghost. He took it and downed a small swig before handing it back to me. 
 
   “Put that back in your pack. You’re going to need it,” he said gently. I did what he said even though I had no idea what he was talking about. He turned to the steering wheel of the bus and pulled his small pack out of his pocket and began working on the panel beneath the steering wheel. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked. “We won’t be able to move … not with this many zombies surrounding us. We’re going to die here.”
 
   “You’re right, Melody. One of us will die tonight, but not both of us,” he said through a grunt of pain as he jerked a large piece of metal off from beneath the steering wheel. 
 
   “What do you mean, Ghost?” I asked through gritted teeth. “If you think for one second I’m going to leave you here, you got another thing coming,” I shouted. Ghost didn’t even turn to me, but I could hear the smile in his voice as he yanked a bunch of wires out of the front of the bus. 
 
   “Oh no, you won’t be leaving,” he answered. “I’ll be leaving and taking a bunch of these undead bastards with me,” he said like we were discussing whose turn it was to take out the garbage. 
 
   “I don’t fucking think so,” I said with a growl. Zombies were throwing themselves against the door even harder now and I flinched at the sound. I wondered how long the doors would hold before the zombies broke through. 
 
   Ghost stood up from the driver’s seat and swayed as he did. I put a hand out, but he waved me away. 
 
   “Sit down, Melody. I want to show you something.” I did as I was told, too tired to question him. “You see these two wires?” he asked. He pointed out two different colored wires—one red and one blue—he’d separated a bit from the others. I nodded. “Tomorrow morning, when you think it is safe, I want you to rub those two wires together lightly. It won’t take much for the bus to start up.” I frowned down at the wires. “Do you understand?” he asked, his voice weaker than before. 
 
   “Yes, but …” Ghost knelt down beside me on the bus floor until our faces were even. His normally espresso-colored skin was ashen and a fine line of sweat dotted his brow. 
 
   “I’m going to die tonight, Melody,” he stated. “The only way I can make it mean anything is to do it my own way,” he added. I suddenly knew he had a plan and that it was going to involve him sacrificing himself for me. I tried to jump from the seat, to talk some sense into him, but his hand landed on my shoulder and his eyes caught mine. They begged me to understand. I wasn’t sure I could. I’d come to love Ghost like a brother and I couldn’t let him do this. 
 
   “Please, Ghost. Don’t.” My voice could barely be heard over the noise that the zombies were making. Ghost smiled and brought a shaking hand to my face, tipping my chin up.
 
   “Ah, this won’t be so bad. Dying for those I love. Plus, I’d hate to think of Jude being left all alone. Who’d watch his back and save his ass if both of us were dead?” he asked. A tiny burst of laughter left my lips. “Ah. That’s better. Just don’t forget me, Melody Carter.”
 
   “I’d never forget you,” I said truthfully. Ghost smiled a huge grin, his white teeth shining in the final light of the day. 
 
   “What else can a man ask for when he faces death?” he asked seriously. My tears kept flowing as he outlined his plan. It was crazy. It was brilliant. It was my only hope. 
 
   In the end, I didn’t beg him to reconsider. I didn’t make a huge scene or blubber all over him. I wanted him to have his final moments of glory, wanted to him to know how much I respected and loved him. I wanted him to know how much I owed to him for everything he was about to do. In the end, his death would be a death of honor for those he loved and who was I to diminish his legacy?
 
   Ghost got down on his hands and knees and made his way to the back of the bus where only a few zombies seemed to have figured out that they could see us from there. I followed him and crawled as well. When we got the back door, Ghost turned and looked at me one final time. 
 
   “Until we meet again a very, very long time from now, Melody Carter.” He kissed me on my forehead and then launched the back door open. I took out two zombies with my rifle to give him a little more time. I pulled the backdoor shut behind him, locked it, and then flattened myself against the floor as Ghost had instructed me. I could see him take out the few zombies in the back of the bus before he moved around to the side of the bus with a war cry. Even though I couldn’t see what happened, I could imagine it all as I heard him. 
 
   He screamed his anger into the night as he ran. He took shots as he went, taking down more zombies than could be counted. When the pounding on the bus stopped, I knew he’d been right. The zombies had forgotten all about me as they focused in on him and the noise he was making. He bellowed his rage, yelling obscenities as he went, his voice growing more distant as he drew the zombie horde further away from the bus. My tears poured down my face and made a small pool on the floor where I laid as still as possible. And then, when he thought he’d led them far enough away and when he had them clawing at him and biting into his flesh, he dropped his gun. He then released two pins that he’d pulled from the grenades that he’d had strapped to his vest. The explosions rocked the city street, destroying the zombies closest to him, and drawing the rest of the zombies to that spot. 
 
   Ghost’s sacrifice would never be forgotten so long as I lived. I did what Ghost told me to. I was to wait until morning to start the bus. I stayed on the ground, crying until I could cry no more. Still, I laid there until exhaustion swept over me and I slept.
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   I didn’t sleep long, even with exhaustion plaguing my heart and body, I still had a job to do. I had to get the bus to the school. I moved slowly from the floor to my knees and stretched until I could peer over the seats and out into the parking lot. The day was clear, the sun already rising quickly, and the area was relatively clear of the zombie multitudes that had been surrounding the bus the night before. I moved quickly, not wanting to take a chance that I would lose too much time and the undead would take over the area again. 
 
   I threw my bag on the ground near the front of the bus and plopped down into the driver’s seat. The bus was freaking huge and I’d never driven anything larger than an SUV. I gulped back my fears and took the two wires Ghost had pointed out the night before in my hands. The spark surprised me, but the bus didn’t start right away. With a sinking feeling, I spoke to the bus in hushed tones, coaxing it like a lover would to make it turn on. I touched the wires together a third time … and finally, the bus roared to life. My relief bowed my shoulders. 
 
   With a shaking hand, I put the bus in gear, pushed the gas gently, and pulled out into the parking lot. The dozen or so zombies in the area had already taken note of the moving bus. Time to get the hell out of dodge. I was pretty proud of myself when I got closer to the school. I’d only run over a few zombies, pushed a smaller car out of my way, and had done minimal damage to the ginormous yellow school bus. Very proud indeed. I circled the school two times, to make sure someone would see me, before driving to the loading area in the school. Someone would be looking out for us … of that I was positive. When I pulled up to the gates, several people were there to take out the zombies milling about as Manuel and Jude opened the gates wide for me to enter. 
 
   I parked as close to the school as I dared. Someone else could back it up to be loaded—I would have probably taken out a building if I’d tried. I opened the door to the bus and picked up my pack before exiting. When Jude, Manuel, and the others ran up, their eyes searching the bus for the others, the night before rose up again to slap me in the face. Jude walked over to me, his eyes searching my face. 
 
   “Ghost?” he asked softly. A sob escaped my lips as he pulled me into his arms, shushing me and murmuring nonsense. It was okay. Everything was okay. Manuel led the others into the building to start bringing the supplies out and to begin removing several of the seats from the back of the bus to make more room for the supplies.  Jude grabbed my hand and pulled me along a sidewalk at the back of the school. I numbly followed him. 
 
   When we entered a locker room, I tugged on his hand. “Wait a sec, what are we doing?” I asked. We went through another door and then we were facing shower stalls. Jude walked over and turned one on and miraculously, water shot out. I looked him, puzzled.  He smiled shyly and walked over to me and took my weapon off of me. 
 
   “The school has a small backup generator. There’s water.” I breathed in deeply, trying to feel as good as I should about that. Jude’s hand ran down my arm until he caught my hand in his. He squeezed it lightly and then pulled me into his embrace. “Take your clothes off, Mel,” he whispered into my hair. “Let me show you what you have left to fight for.” He pulled my shirt over my head and then pulled his own off. “Let me show what you have left to live for,” he murmured huskily. His mouth found mine as we both stumbled toward the showers, our hands seeking, our hearts and bodies joining. I let him show me. I let him wash away my pain and sorrow with love and passion. I let him help me forget … even it was only for an hour. 
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   When we emerged from the showers, clean and sated, with our hair still dripping wet, the group had already managed to remove four seats from the back of the bus. Supplies were being brought out in boxes and on a dolly the group found at the school. I was told that it would take another hour or two to remove the four more seats and then to fill the bus so that we could leave. I kept myself busy by scouting the rest of the school for anything that we could use. 
 
   I didn’t find much of anything that I thought we could use even though I walked through classrooms, offices, and the gymnasium. I did find a snack machine in the gym and considered shooting it to get the candy out. I was pretty sure that would have been a stupid idea though. If only Ghost were here to pick the lock, I thought. I took my anger out on the machine, punching it until I tired myself out and left smears of blood along the front of it. When I was ready and had myself under better control an hour had passed. I decided to head back and join the rest of the group. They were probably close to being ready to go. 
 
   I was watching the ground as I walked when heard something that made me stop in my tracks.  The sound of metal being crushed and … a gunshot. My first instinct was to run toward the sound and to see what was going on so I could help the group, but then I heard the shouting. I pulled my rifle off of my back and ran behind a huge cement pillar that blocked me from the view of the bus area. 
 
   “You stupid son of a …” I heard shouting again and then another shot. With my heart pounding, I knelt down and slowly peeked from behind the pillar that I was hiding behind. An armed group of about eighteen men and women had the rest of my group at gun point, their huge trucks had torn down the back gates of the school. I scanned the group and found Jude alive and … angry as hell. Manuel was also on his knees, his hands behind his head, as the man who appeared to be the leader of the group shouted and asked a bunch of questions. I took a moment to breathe and to try and figure out what I could do to get us out of the situation without losing more people or having to kill the living. 
 
   I glanced back around the pillar and searched the group that had broken into the school. I quickly realized that only a couple of them were military or had probably ever used a gun before the outbreak. Several of them couldn’t have been older than fifteen or sixteen. Shit. I couldn’t kill a bunch of kids. I started thinking through all the possible ways I could get us out of the mess we were in when the decision was taken out of my hands. Someone screamed and a few shots sounded, echoing in the area, loudly ringing the proverbial dinner bell. I cursed beneath my breath and stood up quickly. I raised my gun, pointing it at the head of the guy who had been doing the talking. No one even noticed me at first … the morons had been making too much noise and had shattered an opening in our fence, letting dozens of the undead shuffle into the school yard. 
 
   “Hey, Jackass!” I shouted over the melee. Jude swung his gaze to me just as the man with hair pulled back into a greasy pony tail and a goatee did. I held up my left hand in hope that he would see that I really didn’t want to mean them any harm, but my scope remained trained on his head. His gun turned in my direction as he shouted at me.
 
   “Stop fucking moving right now!” I stopped and clenched my jaw. 
 
   “How did you survive this long?” I asked loudly. His eyes narrowed. “I mean, how fucking stupid can you be?” I continued, fully aware he could pull the trigger at any moment, or maybe one of his teenage soldier’s shaking fingers could slip and I’d be a goner. “You not only let the zombies in, but you even ring the fucking dinner bell for them? Bravo!” I said with a sneer. 
 
   “You better watch you smartass mouth, bitch!” he shouted, his face turning a very unattractive shade of red. Bullets were flying behind me, and several of his soldiers were trying to keep the zombies from ruining his little raid, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before we were overrun. And then we would all be dead. Without moving my gun, I jerked my head at the petite woman between me and the goatee dude. 
 
   “You okay with him killing a bunch of survivors just to take their supplies?” Her face was full of doubt as she glanced between me, him, and our group on their knees. 
 
   “He didn’t say we were going to kill anyone. We just need the supplies,” she said, indecision coloring her voice. She searched his face and I hoped she saw what I saw. He was planning on killing everyone. Even if we gave him our supplies … we were all dead to him. 
 
   “Shut your mouth, Nina,” he practically growled. Nina took a step back. He had followers because he’d probably helped them survive, but it was clear he abused the power he’d taken. None of them were following him because of his sterling personality and morals. 
 
   “I don’t want to have to kill you, but I will,” I said loudly, my eyes narrowing in on the guy. He laughed loudly one time, his gun moving away from me for just a second and giving me the exact opening I needed. My bullet entered right between his eyes. When he dropped to the pavement, there was a moment of stunned silence as I ran over to his body and turned quickly, training my gun on Nina. Her mouth was hanging open and she had already lowered her gun. 
 
   “I didn’t see that coming,” she said after a pause. 
 
   “We don’t have to fight each other,” I shouted out into the crowd, secretly terrified to see so many zombies now pouring through the gates. “We’ll be glad to take all of you with us. We have supplies and shelter.” I took a zombie out that had come within two feet of Nina and then lowered my rifle to jerk my knife from its sheath. Her eyes met mine. They were tired eyes, tired of seeing all the crap we had all been through. Nina shrugged and nodded over to the body on the ground. 
 
   “I never like that asshole anyway,” she said as she smiled at me. I smiled back and turned to Jude and winked. 
 
   “You guys might want to get your weapons. Shit’s about to get real up in here,” I said. They jumped up and immediately began running to help the other’s fight back the undead. Manuel closed the door to the bus before joining everyone else. We fought hard, we fought for those who had died trying to help the group. But, we were fighting a losing battle. Thirty minutes into the fighting, Jude found my gaze, his face resigned. By shooting his gun and knocking down the gates, the man I’d killed had summoned an entire herd of zombies earlier than their normal routine. We were swarmed. Our only hope was to find a place to hole up and wait out the herd, hoping they’d stick to their routine and move on through the area later. Several young people from the group had already fallen and I was so sick of seeing people die. 
 
   “Melody!” Jude shouted over the noise to get my attention. “The cafeteria freezer!” I nodded and ran over to Manuel. He whistled, a sharp ear-piercing sound, to get everyone’s attention. I caught Nina’s eye and made a motion for her to round up her group and follow us into the school. Pretty soon all of us were making a run for it down the abandoned hallways of the high school. I was surprised when I reached the cafeteria doors to see the majority of our group and Nina’s right behind me. When Jude brought up the rear, Manuel began barking orders for everyone to move tables and chairs up against the doors and windows.
 
   “Is that everyone?” Jude asked between breaths. “Is everyone accounted for?” he snapped. Nina nodded, her eyes raking over what was left of her group. Besides her, only a dozen dirty and hurt people remained. 
 
   “What about Mike?” Manuel shouted over the noise. Jude shook his head, a frown between his brows. Manuel cursed and then turned to shout at people. We were down to eight people ourselves. About that time a zombie ran itself into the window that faced the courtyard in front of the cafeteria. Several more immediately joined them. It would just be a matter of time before so many showed up that they broke the glass to get in. 
 
   “Let’s go everyone … let’s get to the back storage room where the walk-in freezer is,” Jude announced. 
 
   “That’s your plan? To go and hide in the freezer?” A young girls with short, spikey black hair asked, her eyes wide in disbelief. 
 
   “As a matter of fact it is,” Jude snapped, his eyes daring anyone to cross him.
 
   “If you all had paid better attention to the zombies and the way they were acting around here, maybe you’d notice how they are moving herd-like,” I said. “We figured it out in the first few hours of coming into the area. It’s our best bet. We wait until the herd, hopefully, moves on after the sun goes down and the rest of the undead masses move through this neighborhood. And then we make a run for the bus and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
   “Any other questions?” Jude asked sharply. No one said anything, but the sounds coming from the zombies were growing more desperate by the second, and I was sure the glass would be breaking sooner rather than later. “Good, let’s go.”
 
   We all ran to the back room, shining our flashlights as we went. When we got to the freezer and Jude opened it, the smell of two year old rotting food welcomed us. Nina began shaking her head.
 
   “I get claustrophobic,” she said softly. I looked inside the freezer and had a moment of panic myself. It was a huge freezer, but with twenty people jammed into it for god-only-knows how long, it wasn’t something I was looking forward to. Manuel shocked the hell out of me and grabbed Nina by the hand for a second.
 
   “We’ll get through this together. All of us. Just like we all have survived everything since the beginning, well survive this too.” Nina gulped and nodded her head as Manuel and Jude entered first and jerked two shelves out of the freezer and threw them into the storage room. They made quick work of shoving all the rotten food containers out into the storage room … and not a moment too soon. I heard a loud cracking sound as everyone froze in place, not making a sound, and then I heard the gurgles of the zombies who were filling the cafeteria. They had arrived. 
 
   “Inside, everyone. Quickly.” We all obeyed immediately and when we were all inside, we shut the door behind us and bolted it from the inside. Manuel turned his flashlight on and shone it around the room. We might have had enough room on the floor for all of us to sit. Might. And no telling how long we were going to be stuck in the freezer. I just prayed our theory would be correct and the zombies would move on when the herd swept through. 
 
   “Are we going to be able to breathe long in here?” Someone whispered. Manuel shown his light up into the corner of the ceiling of the freezer. 
 
   “There’s a fan vent there where the cold air used to blow through. We’ll have oxygen coming in from there. We’ll be fine,” he reassured. “How many of us have flashlights?” Jude, Manuel, James, and I all had flashlights on us. 
 
   “Good,” Jude said wearily. “We’ll turn on one for a few minute periodically.” A boom from outside of the freezer rattled the door. The zombies were in the storage room. They began banging on the freezer. 
 
   We were in for a very long day and night. 
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   Several hours later, we were all sitting on the floor and listening to the constant sounds of the undead right outside of the freezer door. I felt like I was about to lose my shit in the dank, dark room, shut up with nineteen other filthy survivors and hoping the zombie wave would go through our area soon. 
 
   “Man, I’d give anything to be in my old man’s beach front condo right about now. Zombies or no, I’d sure like to hit some waves.” A young man from Nina’s group had spoken and the entire room groaned in agreement. “What about you guys?” he asked. 
 
   “Alaska. Might be cold, but that could mean fewer zombies,” Nina answered hesitantly. 
 
   “A deserted island. No zombies. Just me and wide open beaches, pineapples, and coconuts.” Someone else chimed in. 
 
   “Piña coladas,” someone agreed with a laugh. Laughter floated through the room. I smiled at that. A frozen beverage full of pineapple and coconut? Sounded like heaven to me. 
 
   “My Grandmother’s house,” a young girl said softly. We all sobered up. “She made the best banana nut bread and pot roast.” I smiled into the darkness. The small things we took for granted from before would mean so much more to us now. Retrospect was a bitch. 
 
   “A fully functioning, zombie free, Mexican restaurant,” I said into the silence. Everyone laughed. “Loaded tacos? Homemade, fresh salsa?” I added for extra emphasis. “Am I right?”
 
   “Margaritas,” the same person who mentioned the piña coladas added in. Everyone laughed again. 
 
   Silence once again fell over the group and all that we could hear was the sounds of the zombies on the other side of the door, clawing and gnashing their teeth against the door as they tried to get in. 
 
   Several more hours later, Jude switched his flashlight on to check his watch. It was late—really late. Darkness should had already fallen and that meant we had to stay put and wait out the zombies. We were going to end up stuck in the freezer overnight and that prospect did not sound all that enticing to me. I scooted over next to him and laid my head on his shoulder. His muscles were tense. No matter what happened, he would feel responsible for this group. Even if he couldn’t have foreseen the other group attacking us, even if half the group weren’t our people to begin with. Now we had to get these people to safety. I understood that. I felt the same way. A few moments later, his body relaxed enough for me to wrap my arm around his and doze off on his shoulder. 
 
   I’m not sure how long I slept, but I woke to the faint pounding and groans of zombies close by. 
 
   “No change?” I whispered.
 
   “They seem more sporadic now. Less enthusiastic,” he explained. I listened to the noises and I had to agree. They didn’t seem quite as insistent and frantic as they had before. This is good, I thought. 
 
   “What time is it?” I asked softly. 
 
   “It’s already two o’clock in the morning,” he answered quickly. Holy crap. I’d slept that long? I turned on my light and flashed it quickly around the room. Almost everyone was asleep. 
 
   “So, what do we do next, Jude?” He sighed and I knew he had to be exhausted. No telling how long it had been since he’d slept last. 
 
   “Once the sun is out, we make a run for it. No matter what … we can’t stay shut up in here forever. We have to get to the bus and pray that at least half of the zombies have moved on.” I squeezed his arm and then entwined my fingers with his. 
 
   “We have several hours then. Why don’t you try to rest?” He immediately stiffened next to me. “You won’t be any good to the group if you can’t shoot worth a damn because you’re dead on your feet. There’s no way you’ll oversleep,” I said gently. Jude’s shoulders slumped and his body relaxed for the first time since we’d entered the freezer. Pretty soon his head was in my lap and I was stroking his hair as he snored softly. 
 
   I’m not sure how much time passed, but the next thing I knew, Manuel was kicking my foot and whispering loudly. I jumped, which caused Jude to jerk off of my lap, his body immediately ready for any threat. 
 
   “Do you hear that?” Manuel whispered loudly. I strained my ears. Jude’s entire body was thrumming with adrenaline. 
 
   “What is it?” Nina asked from the back of the freezer. I switched on my flashlight and shone around the room. Everyone was wide awake and listening intently. 
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” I said into the silence. I flashed my light back around to Manuel’s smiling face. 
 
   “Exactly,” he answered. Silence. There wasn’t any banging or any gurgles. Just the sweet sound of nothing. Jude flashed his light down at his watch. It was almost six thirty in the morning. I grabbed onto his arm and gave it a squeeze. We had to move. No matter what happened, this was our best chance. 
 
   “Alright everyone, let’s get ourselves prepared to move,” he whispered into the room. We all stood, grabbing our weapons and our packs, getting ready for whatever lay on the other side of the door. Whatever it was, we were all going to face it together. Jude cleared his throat. 
 
   “I suspect that even if the wave of zombies has blown through and even if the area is pretty clear, there will be enough zombies left in the area to give us a fight to get to the bus. Don’t do anything stupid. No guns. Just knives. Get to the bus so we can get the hell out of here.” He paused. “Understand?” We all answered the affirmative. 
 
   I gripped the handle of my knife in my hand and prepared for the worst case scenario, which would have been hordes of zombies just outside the doors, or even in the cafeteria area. Manuel unbolted the door and the room took a collective breath in anticipation. I adjust my grip and tightened my fist around the hilt of my blade. Manuel raised his hand and pushed the door. It didn’t budge. I glanced up at Jude. But his face was a mask of shock and “oh shit”. Manuel and Jude put their shoulders to the door and heaved with all of their might. The door came open slowly, pouring light into the room and our sensitive eyes from the ruined storage doorway. I stumbled through the doorway and came up right behind Manuel and Jude. They were just standing there. 
 
   “What is it?” Nina gasped in horror. The freezer emptied out and instead of running for the bus like we’d decided while in the freezer, we all stood there in slack-jawed awe and confusion. 
 
   Bodies were everywhere. The undead laid in heaps and I’d never seen so much rotten sludge in my life. It was everywhere, coating the entire room. I walked forward and glanced around the room, my head feeling dizzy and disoriented. What the hell was going on? 
 
   “Someone took them out?” The spikey-haired girl asked. 
 
   “Who would do that?
 
   “Why would anyone do that and then just leave?
 
   “What the hell happened to their bodies? They look mushier than normal.”
 
   So many questions asked, but no one seemed to have any answers. I caught Jude’s gaze and the look on his face told me he was as land-blasted as the rest of us. 
 
   “Madre de Dios,” Manuel muttered as he stood in the cafeteria doorway, making the sign of the cross. We began moving out of the storage room, pushing into the cafeteria behind him. The cafeteria was a slaughterhouse. We barely paid attention to the two zombies as they charged. One of them slipped on the gunge that coated the floor. Manuel dispatched both of them without any help. There had to be close to fifty bodies piled in the room. 
 
   “No one touch any of the bodies and try to stay out of the mess as much as possible, we don’t know what we’re dealing with here,” Jude said in the silence. 
 
   The carnage continued all the way out to the bus. Bodies and gore. Everywhere. We only had a dozen zombies near the school bus to take care of. It was all over in less than ten minutes and then we were piling onto our bus, everyone enveloped in the kind of shocked silence that follows massive devastation. I could see it on everyone’s faces. They were scared. They were not used to the rules changing. We were used to knowing our surroundings, knowing who our enemies were and how to defeat them. We’d all survived under the certainty that we knew how to beat the odds, how to adapt to our new environment. No one said a word when Manuel climbed onto the bus, shut the doors, and started the bus. No one said anything when we pulled off of the school property. 
 
   Even when we drove through the city where the bodies now outnumbered the shambling zombies fifteen-to-one, no one said a thing. We were in shock. Was it possible that our world had changed again right before our eyes and without warning? Would it be possible for us to adapt again and to survive through even more changes?
 
   “What’s happening?” Nina whispered from a seat over as she stared out the window.
 
   “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out. It will be okay,” I said, not sure if I was trying to convince her or myself. 
 
   Jude walked over to my seat and sat down heavily next to me. We sat there for a few minutes as the bus slowly drove out of Gastonia. Jude picked up my hand and interlaced my fingers with his, squeezing them gently. I looked up into his face with so many questions on the edge of my lips. So many fears of what we would have to face in the near future. But I didn’t voice any of that. 
 
   “We’re going to be okay,” I said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Yes we are,” he answered. I took a deep, steadying breath. When he smiled at me and leaned over to place a small kiss on my lips. I knew. I knew it would be okay. No matter what we faced … we would do it together. No matter how great the struggles we’d encounter on our journey, we would tackle them head on, knowing that our lives, however long or however short, would be better because we had each other. 
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   Exactly eight weeks ago, the undead corpses that seemingly had overrun the entire globe began to collapse to the ground in droves, finally and truly dead in the most literal interpretation of the word. Many of them not only dropped, but their corpses, unable to contain all the putrid fluid their bodies had been hauling around, just … exploded. We’re still trying to figure out what happened. I’m sure that there will be a more scientific explanation provided at some point in time and by smarter people than I. But simply put—after eight hundred and sixty-six days, the earliest parasite-infested zombies, who had not fed on enough humans after that first, horrific day, could no longer support the ever-multiplying and ever-feeding parasites inside of their corpses. The result was an unbelievably messy demise, which included the skin of the undead bursting and the mushy, putrid innards exploding from the inside out. 
 
   For four weeks we went topside to scout out all the surrounding areas and to keep an eye on what was happening. We were wary and concerned by what was occurring, scared that somehow the parasites would be able to survive on the outside of the bodies or had even evolved, making it possible to take on a new, living host by means that were new and unknown to us. We wore face masks for the first time since the outbreak, hoping we hadn’t been dealt an even shittier hand than before. The fifth week, we decided to take our chances by moving and burning a large quantity of the corpses in our area. We took precautions for our group, though, and stayed away from the base for days while we did so … just in case any of us became infected. 
 
   When it was clear that none of us had contracted anything by coming in contact with the bloated corpses, we began the long and exhausting cleanup process in our area. The cleanup was not without its risks. The world was not zombie-free by any stretch of the imagination. From everything we knew, we could only deduce that those zombies who were first infected had been the ones to drop off in scores in the previous weeks. But if the zombies had fed often or if the zombies had been turned later … those were all still shambling around in search of their next happy meal, the next human they could sink their teeth into. 
 
   The population of the living was still devastated by the sheer numbers of dead and undead. The living were still in the minority. But I could feel it in my bones that we wouldn’t be for long. Maybe I wouldn’t see the day that we were once again the majority. Maybe it wouldn’t happen in my lifetime, but it was going to happen. It was just a matter of time now. The plan was simple. Wait while the undead continued to die off, play it smart, don’t get killed, and take out as many of the bastards as you could while you still had breath left in you. 
 
   Yeah, it was going to happen. 
 
   So, as I helped throw another body onto the pile we’d made right on the outskirts of Midtown, I thought of all the things that had happened to us recently. We’d lost so many people that we cared about. We’d taken in more than thirty survivors since the day we came back to the base on the school bus from Gastonia. We’d cleared the entire area surrounding the base and had reinforced the perimeter fences. We’d also begun building brick walls around it—soon we’d be able to go topside just because we wanted to see the sunset and we wouldn’t have to worry about the undead overtaking the base.
 
    Earlier in the day we’d seen a very official group of soldiers enter the base and immediately shut themselves up in meetings with Major Tillman and Captain Parsons. Another sign that things were changing for the good. We’d grown as a group and we’d caught a teensy glimpse of what the future could be. And the future didn’t look quite as bleak as it had two months before. 
 
   I wouldn’t go so far as to say that any of us were naïve enough to think that the days of death and sorrow were completely behind us, but I would say that we were all firmly on the very difficult road to believing that we had a chance. A chance was really all that anyone could ask for. 
 
   We had so much work to do to make the world a safer place for our future, for our children’s future. And the absolute truth was that the world would never be the same as it had been before. Humanity would never be the same. But humanity had survived overwhelming loss and damning odds to come out on top. I could only pray that we would continue to do so. 
 
   I wiped my brow and turned away from the pile of undead to stare at the “Welcome to Midtown” sign a few feet away with a small smile on my face. Jude came up behind me and followed my gaze to the sign. 
 
   “What are you thinking, Mel?” he asked as he rubbed his hand along the back of my neck, lifting the ponytail off of my hot and sticky neck to let the air hit it. 
 
   “I’m thinking how much has changed since the last time I saw that sign,” I said softly. “I’m thinking about how much has changed since I walked into town by myself three days after my dad died.”
 
   “He’d be so proud of you,” Jude said softly. I glanced up to the blue sky above me and heard a bird singing a sweet tune in the distance. 
 
   “Yes he would be,” I answered softly. “And he’d have loved you.” I smiled over at Jude and as he smiled back at me, his eyes twinkling with love and happiness, I felt another one of the rips my heart and soul had suffered over the years mend itself. Oh, the scars would always be there, but they would be only a faded memory instead of a gaping wound. We both turned and got back to work making the world a little safer—a little more worth living for. 
 
   We were no longer a people without hope—a people without the promise of light at the conclusion of a seemingly never-ending tunnel filled with death and darkness. 
 
   We were beginning to have hope again. 
 
   And where there is hope, there is life.  
 
   And that’s more than any of us had had in a very long time.
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   Read on for a Sneak Peek of the first part of an all new novella serial, Unnatural Occurrence, by Peggy Martinez. Coming to a kindle near you very soon. 
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   I normally ignore the recently deceased. I definitely don’t stare at them openly or watch in awe and horror as the colors of their leftover aura meld into and out of them until they slowly fade away, leaving nothing behind but the slightest wisps of energy to indicate that they ever even existed. The dead can’t tell their side of a story. The living can’t see the dead like I can. Of course, I’m not normal. Never have been and never will be. Maybe I could have had a normal childhood. If it weren’t for the accident that killed my dad when I was three, if the very life hadn’t been snatched from my body for over seven minutes before I “came back” … maybe I could have lived a happy and ordinary life. 
 
   But I knew … I knew it was just a matter of time before they came to lock me up in a padded room and threw away the key. I spent my entire childhood trying to avoid that fate, but it was just a matter of time before I could no longer hide the fact that I was different. Just a matter of time. 
 
   On the day of my high school graduation I finally realized a simple truth. No amount of pretending and no amount of ignoring could change the fact that I was different. And it was high time I sucked it up and accepted it as the truth. It was actually a lot easier than I imagined it would be, but I guess that could have had something to do with fact that my momma’s ghost was hovering near her body with her aura already fading to the palest shades of gray as police and other officials walked around. They were taking notes and examining the body as I sat at the kitchen table, not hearing whatever it was they said or didn’t say. 
 
   My eyes were riveted on my momma’s face, for the first time not hiding the fact that I was staring at something no one else could see, at something unexplainable. In that moment, I didn’t care what people thought of me. I didn’t care if they would question why I was staring at nothing. I only cared what it was my momma wanted to tell me, what it was she needed to let me know before she moved on from this world. 
 
   “She didn’t kill herself,” I whispered through my tears. 
 
   “Excuse me?” A young detective named Patterson, with dark brown hair, green eyes, and a dimple in his cheek stepped closer to the table, his eyes sharp and his voice low. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-four or twenty-five. Waves of blue aura poured off of him. Sympathy. 
 
   “I said she didn’t kill herself. She wouldn’t have.” I didn’t let my eyes drift away from my momma’s ghost, afraid she’d disappear as soon as I let her out of my sight. After a moment, Detective Patterson’s eyes slipped away from my profile and glanced over at the spot above the body, where I was staring before turning them back to me with a frown between his eyebrows. 
 
   “How do you know that, Anna?” he asked gently. 
 
   “I know because I can …” Momma’s ghost shook her head sadly and placed a blurry finger near her lips. I clenched my jaw as more tears poured down my already wet cheeks. The detective’s eyes glanced between me and where momma’s ghost stood, the frown on his face deepening. “I just know,” I said softly. He sighed deeply before crouching down next to me. 
 
   “I know this is extremely difficult for you, so I won’t tell you how it will all eventually get easier, because the truth is it never gets easier. But I will tell you that I’ll make sure your mom’s death is thoroughly investigated to the best of the city’s ability. To the best of my ability.” I sucked in a sharp breath, my head buzzing with a new realization—his ability would never be good enough. No matter how thorough he was, no matter how deeply he dug into everything he knew about her death, he would never come to the correct conclusion. He’d never be able to really know what happened to my momma, because the only person who had the ability to see past the normal, to look past the everyday explanation was … me. My momma’s eyes closed gently and a small smile graced her lips. Her form immediately began to disintegrate. 
 
   As she disappeared before my eyes, I began making plans. I knew right then that if I wanted justice, if I wanted to know what had happened, I’d have to figure it out all on my own. There was no other way. There was no one else. I blinked back my left over tears and looked over to where Detective Patterson was still kneeling beside me. Still watching me. I met his gaze and gave him a small, tight smile. 
 
   “I know you will, Detective. And I’ll do whatever I have to do too.” I stood up from the table and glanced down at my momma’s empty shell on the kitchen floor. I allowed myself full access to my special abilities like I had never dared to before. I opened my eyes wide, and … saw.
 
   I saw the tiniest flickers of my mother’s life force, her energy, her aura, floating about her body. But more importantly, I saw the strands that I knew would be there. Strands of black aura danced around my mother’s corpse. Death had been here and not the grayness that enveloped all of the newly dead, no, this was an inky darkness that coated my mother’s body, clung to it, reluctant to leave its prize. I heard the Detective calling my name, but I blocked out the sound of his voice as I pushed my ebony hair out of my face and exposed my “bad” eye, focusing it intently on the crime scene. Ah, yes. Something evil had been in my kitchen, something evil and not quite … human. 
 
   In the back of my skull a tingling sensation crept across my scalp, prickling the hair on the nap of my neck. How could I know that? How could that even be possible? My head swam with the implications and I staggered from the awareness that it wasn’t really all that much of a surprise to me. Images, colors, and scents all flashed across my memory, all from the first few years after the accident. All those years I worked to suppress the things I saw with my “extra” consciousness to keep my mother from worrying, to keep my teachers from noticing, and to keep myself sane. The room spun. 
 
   “Whoa there. Let’s get you out of here.” Detective Patterson murmured as he led me out of the kitchen and into our tiny living room with his arm around my shoulders. I sat down on the sofa and stared at the carpet. I knew I had other abilities, but I’d never realized that other things could have been a possibility. “Anna?” The Detective’s voice seemed more strained than before and I realized that he must have called my name several times. I put a hand out and looked up from the carpet to meet his gaze. His eyes widened slightly as he saw all of me. My eye wasn’t hideous … just surprising. His aura was glowing so brightly that I had to stop myself from shielding my eyes. His aura, light golden in color with a small smudge of black marring its perfection, was intertwining with blue waves of sympathy and helplessness. His feelings beat upon me mercilessly. I winced and looked away from him. I wasn’t used to opening myself so entirely to my “gifts”. 
 
   “Thank you, Detective, I appreciate your kindness. I’ll be okay, don’t worry,” I assured him. He looked at me, watching my face and trying not to stare too long at my eye. I could tell he was concerned about me and just the smallest bit … intrigued. I’m not sure why I did it, but, I stood, raised a hand, and ran my palm lightly over his aura, hovering an inch from his face and then down and around the spot over his heart. I watched, fascinated, as his aura danced around the palm of my hand. “You are a good man, Detective.” He stood in front of me with his eyes wide and barely breathing. The tendrils of his aura caressed my wrist and intertwined with my fingers. I ran my palm back in front of his heart. 
 
   “You’ve been touched by darkness,” I said sadly. He sucked a breath in through his clenched teeth. “That darkness will always be there, it has become a part of you now.” I held his stare and placed my palm flat on his chest. My hand vibrated from the contact. “But, it doesn’t have to be who you are and it doesn’t have to eat away at you as it does now. Search inside yourself and you’ll find the strength you need to move past your fears—past your doubts.” I stepped back from the Detective, suddenly so tired I could barely keep my eyes opened. 
 
   I laid down on the sofa and listened as one-by-one everyone finished their jobs and left me alone in the house. Even though Detective Patterson was hesitant, he too eventually left me. I didn’t have any other family and I was already eighteen, so there really was nothing anyone could do for me. Besides, I knew that my life had already been altered the moment my mother had been killed. And the moment I decided to open myself to see without restraint since I was a child, I knew I could never go back to the way things were before. 
 
   To go back would be bliss, but not without a cost. To go back would be serenity in darkness, but what kind of life could I lead without the illumination of the truth? To go back would be to choose ignorance over my new reality. No. I wouldn’t never go back … even if that meant moving forward into the unknown all alone.
 
    
 
    
 
   ###
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   YA/NA Time Warper Series
 
    
 
   Contingency (Book #1, Now available)
 
   Relativity (Book #2, Now available)
 
   Brevity (Novelette #2.2, Now available)
 
   Eventuality (Book #3, Coming Spring 2014)
 
    
 
   New Adult Contemporary Sweet Romance
 
    
 
   Sweet Contradiction (Now available)
 
   Perfect Contradiction (Coming Spring 2014)
 
    
 
   Adult Fantasy Novella Serial
 
    
 
   Unnatural Occurrence (Part #1, Coming February 2014)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 images/00019.jpeg
WILL THE REAL GERMAIN
STEP FORWARD PLEASE?





images/00022.jpeg
NO PADDLES AVAILABLE





images/00012.jpeg
AIN'T THAT SOME SHIT





images/00011.jpeg
YOU'RE THAT GIRL!





images/00018.jpeg
WE AIN'T IN KANSAS
ANYMORE





images/00032.jpeg
RISKS AND REWARDS





images/00031.jpeg
HOLY ZOMBIE INNARDS,
BATMAN





images/00010.jpeg





images/00006.gif
TWO YEARS AFTER
THE WORLD WENT
10 SHIT ...





images/00043.jpeg
ARG o w

e

n
>m - PEGGY MAWINU






images/00004.gif
THE FIRST DAY ...





images/00038.jpeg
EPILOGUE
EIGHT WEEKS LATER . . .





images/00034.jpeg
HIGH SCHOOL STILL SUCKS





images/00041.jpeg
UNNATURAL OCCURRENCE

OOOOOOOOOOO





images/00013.jpeg
AFTER YOU





images/00003.jpeg
PRELUDE





images/00024.jpeg
IT’S ALL S50 FUCKING
HYSTERICAL





images/00016.jpeg
ROAD TO CHARLOTTE





images/00007.jpeg
JUST ME AND
BOBBY MCGEE ...





images/00028.jpeg
MIELODY





images/00025.jpeg
DIVERSION DELIVERED





images/00036.jpeg
WE ALL LIVE IN A YELLOW
SUBMARINE





images/00008.jpeg
STATE OF
DECAY






images/00023.jpeg
PLAN? WHAT PLAN?





images/00042.jpeg
READ MORE BY PEGGY MARTINEZ





images/00030.jpeg
STATE OF
DECAY





images/00009.jpeg
LIFE SUCKS AND THEN YOU
DIE...IF YOU'RE LUCKY





images/00020.jpeg
STATE OF
DECAY





images/00001.jpeg
STATE OF
DECAY

Omnibus





images/00037.jpeg
DEAFENING SILENGE





images/00017.jpeg
WELCOME TO PINEVILLE





images/00033.jpeg
A FORAGING WE WILL GO





images/00026.jpeg
ZOMBIES VS. TANKS





images/00002.jpeg
STATE OF
DECAY





images/00014.jpeg
DON'T WORRY ABOUT A
THING





images/00027.jpeg
TEX





images/00039.jpeg
THE END





images/00015.jpeg
MR SIf.c»f-

S ;&'HHP

G‘:RMN,N_'_" ",





images/00005.jpeg
SEVENTY TWO
HOURS LATER ...





images/00021.jpeg
F YOU DON'T KNOW ME
BY NOW





images/00040.jpeg
NIigcural
cCeUurrence

PEGGY MARTINEZ





images/00035.jpeg
M-IVi-M-MADNESS





images/00029.jpeg
ZOMBIE BAIT





