
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




LIVE | NOLA Zombie Series Book 3

Dedication

Copyright

Synopsis

LIVE by Gillian Zane

NOLA Zombie Book Three

NOLA Zombie Series Book 3

Quote

ONE | Denial 101

TWO | Self-Control is for Pussies

THREE | Fox holes and Assholes

FOUR | A Good Perv is a Dead Perv

Five | Dead Bodies

Six | Flipping The Shit

Seven | Stupid is as Stupid Always Will Be

Eight | Sun Shines on a Dog's Ass

Nine | Mystery Meat & Maniacs

Ten | Two Half-Wits & One Sex Toy

Eleven | Pants on the Ground

Twelve | Choose to Live

Thirteen | Neighborly

Fourteen | Dumb Cagers & Apocalypse Meth Cookers

Fifteen | Useful Eco-Friendly Dead People

Sixteen | Just Torture

Seventeen | The New Normal

Eighteen | House Bitch

Nineteen | The Art of Obedience

Twenty | Waterboarding for Dummies

Twenty-One | No One’s Property

Twenty-Two | MJ Services

Twenty-Three | Murphey’s Law

Twenty-Four | You Say Tomato

Twenty-Five | Positive Reinforcements

Twenty-Six | They All Die

Twenty-Seven | Epileptic Poodle

Twenty-Eight | Engage

Twenty-Nine | Dumb and Quiet

Thirty | Eradication is the Goal

Thirty-One | Adios Amigo

Thirty-Two | Overdosing with Satan Himself

Thirty-Three | Martinez

Thirty-Four | The Little Girl’s Room

Thirty-Five | Box of Biker Bullshit

Thirty-Six | Debauchery and Parasites

Thirty-Seven | Waiting

Thirty-Eight | The Surprise Army

Thirty-Nine | Nightmare Ending

Forty | Welcome Back Alexis

Forty-One | Bad Venereal Diseases

Forty-Two | The Anti-Damsel

Forty-Three | About Fucking Time

Forty-Four | Thousand Yard Stare

Forty-FIve | Clarity

Forty-Six | The Better Man

Forty-Seven | Liquid Coping Method

Forty-Eight | Grow A Pair

Forty-Nine | Progress

Fifty | Sleeping Beauty

Fifty-One | Playing Dirty

Fifty-Two | Giving In

Fifty-Three | Douchebaggery & Zombie Juice

Fifty-Four | Better Than A Finger

Fifty-Five | Supposed to Be

Fifty-Six | Need You Too

Fifty-Seven | The Morning After

Fifty-Eight | Enjoy the Warm Fuzzies

Fifty-Nine | Sanctuary Be Damned

Sixty | Oohrah

Sixty-One | Supposed to Be

Sixty-Two | Well, Shit

Sixty-Three | Chances Are

Sixty-Four | Small World

Sixty-Five | Alexis Out

Thank you for reading!

About the Author

Sneak Peek at JUSTICE

Justice by Gillian Zane














LIVE | NOLA Zombie Series Book 3
















To my favorite cousin and favorite cousin in-law, 

you ladies rock my face!

















Copyright

A PARAJUNKEE PUBLISHING eBOOK




LIVE. Copyright © 2015 by Gillian Zane. All rights reserved. 




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 







Cover Design by Rachel Rivera

Editing by Raw Books Editing Services







www.romance.rocks

gillianzane@gmail.com




::: created in the USA :::

















Synopsis







THE NOLA Zombie Series

LIVE by Gillian Zane | Book 3

[image: Image]




LIVE | The Third and Final Book in the best-selling NOLA Zombie series by Gillian Zane. 




Alexis, Blake and Zach survived the zombie apocalypse but found a new enemy to fight. 




Alexis has been taken and Zach and Blake are desperate to find her. The men are pretty certain they know who took Alexis, but finding them will be a daunting task. There are millions of places to hide in the swamps of Southern Louisiana but Zach and Blake will not stop until they’ve searched every one of them. Alexis will be returned to them if it’s the last thing they do. Falling back on their military training, the men have no choice but to succeed, or risk losing Alexis forever. 




It’s a race against the clock… 




The problem is that the group that took Alexis didn’t keep her. They sold her. She’s now the property of the Southern Clan, a fate worse than death. The undead still roam the streets of New Orleans. S-Island mourns the loss of one of its own and the NOLA Zombie series comes to a stunning conclusion. You don’t want to miss a second of this action-packed series ender… 




Be warned, there will be monsters, living and dead, there will be very intense sex scenes, between two men and one woman, and there will be violence galore.
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ONE | Denial 101

BLAKE




It took ten minutes to figure out something was wrong. I should have fucking seen it. I should have been paying attention. I saw the look Clara was directing at us.  I saw her get up and follow Alexis down the hallway. I just didn’t think that Clara would have the stones to pull off something like this. She was such a behind-the-scenes operator. She never got her hands dirty.




It took me by surprise and I don’t like surprises. 




I just sat there waiting on an emotional high because of what we had accomplished today and what might happen tonight. No alarm bells, the       hyper-awareness that I’m so proud of failed me. Of all the times, of all the situations! 




Four tours, four official tours at least–don’t get me started on unofficial ones–and I didn’t sense the danger staring me right in the face. Danger from an enemy that I had brought to our gates. I had brought her in. I had given her a free pass. 




Bubba was the one that alerted us, fucking Bubba was the only one paying attention. He came barreling through the front doors like an enraged bull. His hollering caused everyone to jump to their feet scared and on alert. The first thought in my mind was that we were under attack. He had been grabbing a smoke outside and saw the entire thing or at least the part where the SUV rammed the gates of our compound and headed off to God knows where. 




“Who’s missing? I need a headcount now!” Zach yelled when Bubba ran in and reported the breach. 




“I think it was Alexis who was driving, and she had someone else with her,” Bubba panted.




Everyone had been at the party except the four on guard duty and they all radioed in confirming they were still at their posts. It was obvious there were only two missing from the party as we milled around counting heads. 




“Alexis and Clara,” Baby shouted after she had made a circuit around the room. I knew this, but the confirmation was crippling. 




“Get a vehicle loaded up, Hannah, I want you and Romeo fully armed with us. Grab the spotlights,” I yelled. “Now!” I reiterated when she stalled and looked to Zach. Six months away and now she second guessed me, deferring to Zach, fuck. 




“You can’t go out at night, Blake.  You don’t know what you’ll find out there.” Grace Peters walked up to me. 




I didn’t need arguments. I didn’t need resistance. I needed action. I said nothing to her and whatever was visible on my face had her stepping back and grabbing her husband by the arm as if to protect him. I wasn’t going to take her husband with me.  I don’t know why she would even get involved in this situation. 




I needed to find Alexis now. Day, night, nothing mattered but finding out what was going on. I needed to know why Alexis would have rammed the gates and taken off with Clara. Why would she have done that? 




What would have made her do this? Did Clara threaten her with something or did she take Clara to get rid of her?  I couldn’t believe either scenario. 




“We have no other choice. It’s either now or we might as well write them both off as dead,” I said through clenched teeth when Cole Peters tried to take his wife’s side, arguing about the lack of visibility. 




“Hannah, Romeo, you down?” I didn’t want to force anyone to go out at night, but I was going with or without them.  Both of them nodded in the affirmative. 




“Fall out, two minutes,” Zach called, and I rushed upstairs and quickly slipped on my arm guards, thick leather jacket, and random pieces of bite-proof armor.  I armed myself quickly, slipping enough ammo and weapons to take down an army into my many pockets and holsters. I was back down in the cafeteria in less than 60 seconds and in under two minutes we were sliding into the SUV with Zach behind the wheel. 




He stopped long enough to shout to Martinez, who was about to go on guard duty, “Get the gate fixed STAT!”  Then he tore off, gravel shooting out from the tires as he raced to the bridge. 




Zach followed the most logical path in a slow methodical pace. We drove up the main drag and Baby and I shined the spotlights on the marsh next to the road, looking for any sign of the missing SUV. We found nothing, nothing at all. When we hit Highway 90, we had two choices, left or right, to New Orleans or Mississippi. Which way would she have gone? Who was in control, Clara or Lex?




All these questions stormed around in my head, but it came down to one…who was in control?




It had to be Clara. Alexis wouldn’t have done this; Clara was the unstable element in this equation. It was the only logical conclusion. Her actions had been illogical and erratic for the past year and had only increased in oddness since we got to the compound.  She claimed it was because of her pregnancy and the miscarriage, something about postpartum, a fact I doubted. I had begun to doubt the pregnancy altogether on the trip back from Houston. She would have said anything to get me to Texas. It took going out there, unfortunately, to realize this.  The fact that she continued with her charade even after the infection happened showed how off-base she was. She would have done and said anything to get me to go to her and now that she didn’t get her way she was taking it out on Alexis, the easiest person to blame.




It rang true.  My instincts never lied. 




“Right,” I called to Zach. “She would have gone right.” She knew about the men we had tangled with earlier; it was the most convenient out for her. Blame them, play the victim, something she was really good at.




It took us ten minutes to find the SUV. It was crashed into a guard rail, the keys still in the ignition. I jumped out of the vehicle, gun drawn, but there was no sign of life. We were maybe twenty minutes behind them, but they were both gone. Hannah had the spotlight and was shining it on the ground around the SUV. The driver’s door was open, and there was glass all over the ground. I had Baby point the spotlight at the ground by my feet.




“Shit,” I cursed. 




Scattered on the ground was glass from the passenger side window and I could see the unmistakable red tint of blood. I looked into the vehicle and saw a casing on the floor of the driver’s side. I picked it up.  It looked like it was from a 9-millimeter round. It obviously discharged in the vehicle and blew out the driver side window. What was the blood from? The driver fell out of the car and bled onto the glass from a wound sustained by the shot fired? It wasn’t a lot of blood, the injury must not be that bad. It was hard to tell.  Now the question was, who was driving? Who fired the weapon? Who was hit?




Bubba had said he thought it was Alexis driving. 




“Blake, look at this,” Zach said from the passenger seat. I went around to his side and immediately noticed the dark wet stain on the cloth seats. The seats were a dark gray, so on first glance it could be anything, water, piss…I ran my finger through it and it came back red.




“That’s a lot of fucking blood,” I said.  The seat was saturated.  It was a lot more blood than what was outside mixed in with the glass.




“The shot came from the passenger seat, but it looks like the passenger sustained the most damage.”




“Got something out here,” Baby called, her light pointed at the road. I quickly walked from around the vehicle to the middle of the highway. There was more blood and Alexis’s knife, coated in blood, was just lying there on the asphalt. There was a piece of material on the ground. I recognized it immediately as coming from her shirt. 




“There are tire tracks over here,” Romeo called. He had been scanning the area with the other spotlight. “It looks like they turned around and headed east.” 




“Shit, what the-” Romeo yelled, and his light clattered to the ground. 




I holstered my gun and withdrew my machete from the homemade case I had rigged at my hip and rushed to Romeo’s side. There were three Z’s coming at us.  One was on him, yanking at his thick clothing. I dispatched the first one, the one closest to me; it was a male, and it only took one slice to cut in deep enough to take him out. The blade went in cleanly and I yanked it out without any resistance, wiping the blood off on my jeans. 




I turned and saw Baby had her spotlight up and was shining it on the area surrounding us. Romeo had taken out the other two. 




“Are any of them her?” Zach called, desperation evident in his voice.




That idea hadn’t even crossed my mind. But now, after Zach voiced it, the thought overtook me, my breath hitched in my chest, panic flooded my system.  Was this what a panic attack felt like? I shined my light on the three dead Z’s that lay at my feet. They weren’t fresh. Their flesh was decomposed so badly that they were hardly recognizable as human.  Their eye sockets were gaping holes; their lips were eaten away and their noses were only a fleshy mound of cartilage. She wasn’t one of them.




“She’s not one of them.” I put a hand reassuringly on Zach’s shoulder as he walked up to me. He was shaking.  I could feel the trembling through my gloved hand. I had served two tours with Zach and I’d never seen him break a sweat, much less physically react to a situation. Zach was always cool and collected, an ice man compared to the other Raiders and myself. I had felt like some emo douche next to him, all fucked up over Clara and her bullshit, and now with Alexis and this stupid crap between us. My off-the-cuff emotions were always getting me in a bind. Zach had been the voice of logic and reason, and now he was about to tumble over the edge. It was sobering. 




“What the fuck did that bitch do to her?” His voice was tight, and it came out in a growl.




“We don’t know if this was Clara,” I said. I was used to defending her.  It was second nature even though I knew it had to be her. She had to be behind this.




“You’re a fucking idiot.” He turned to face me and there was pure hatred in his eyes, so much so that I stepped back. I didn’t want to see that hate directed at me. This was Zach. The same Zach who had my back for the last eight years that we had known each other, who always set my ass straight without so much as a raised voice. 




“You’re right.” I held up my hands in a “we come in peace” gesture to placate him. His hands were clenched in fists like he wanted to hit something and I didn't want that something to be me. “It had to be Clara. She must have forced Lex out here, but someone else got them…” I backpedaled, not enjoying having to back down, but I couldn’t make excuses for Clara anymore. My instincts told me she masterminded this. I didn’t like admitting to Zach that my ex was responsible for it though. This was a person that I had brought into our sanctuary. This was all my fault. 




I did this. 




I fucked up again and Lex was probably going to die because of my stupidity. 




Fuck. Fuck. 




The feeling was too much.  I squeezed my eyes shut and turned around, slamming my fist into the side of the wrecked SUV. The pain in my fist shot sweet clarity through me. She couldn’t die. I wouldn't let her die.




“You think someone else found them, maybe heard the gunshot?” Baby said, her voice calm and level-headed compared to my chaotic insanity. 




“It had to be unless Clara had some arrangement with another group. Did you come across any other people on your way here? She hasn’t left the compound since she got here, right?” Romeo asked me.  I could tell by his calm tone that he was trying to talk me down. I rubbed at my face trying to think. She hadn’t left the compound since we got here. She had been so lazy since we arrived, not doing anything that required manual labor, no supply runs, no clean-up, nothing.  I should hate the bitch. 




“No, the only other group we came into contact with I took care of.  The others we brought along,” I said, surprised at how calm my voice was.




“It could be those men from earlier; maybe they were scouting the area trying to locate our compound. They had to know we were in this part of the parish,” Zach said.  He crouched down next to the tire tracks and ran his fingers through the disturbed mud. 




“They’re the only ones in the area that we know of other than the family in Venetian Isles,” Romeo added. “It’s a logical place to start.” 




“We’ll send someone over to Venetian Isles first thing. We need to ask those people if they’ve noticed anything strange lately or any movement. We need to get a line on this group near Pearl River. If it is them; if they’re the people that took Alexis, I’m going to kill them,” Zach stated calmly. 




“Oorah,” I said in agreement. 




“Then I’m going to kill Clara.” Zach declared as he caught my eye and didn’t blink. My whole body clenched in denial at his statement. He was talking about a woman I had married, a woman I had known since high school, someone I thought I loved, a non-combatant female to put it simply.  No matter what she had done, I couldn’t just sit back and accept his cold declaration. I had no issues with killing the enemy, predators, criminals, especially ones that preyed on the weak.  I had even taken down women in the sandbox. They weren’t my proudest moments though. Those had plagued me more than the rest, even though they had been trying to kill our men. They always came in with bombs strapped to their chests on a suicide mission–chaos and death the goal.  Those were few and far between, but it didn’t matter.  They were still female. I had still taken their lives no matter what the intentions were.  I wasn’t programmed to hurt women, regardless of the circumstances behind their actions. I couldn’t let Zach kill Clara, no matter what her intentions were. Yes, if she came at him with a gun, but not in cold-blooded revenge.




But from what I could tell, her intentions had been to take out Alexis, to either force her from the Compound, forced exile, or to bring her out here to kill her. It was the only thing that made sense. For Lex to drive out here, to break down the gates, Clara must have had her at gunpoint or was threatening her with something. God only knew what. All I knew was that Clara had stepped over the line. She had tried to hurt Lex. Clara, my ex, the one I had left Alexis for, the one I had brought into our Compound. The one I had ignored and figured would get the picture. She had attacked Alexis. Alexis, the woman I loved, the woman I wanted to be with, the only thing that had brought me joy in this fucked up world. We couldn’t prosecute Clara. There were no cops, no jails.  Killing her would be an eye for an eye, apocalypse justice, but I couldn’t let that happen without some explanation for her actions. There could be something we were missing. We had to implement some kind of order, if not we were no better than the men we pursued. I didn’t want to argue with Zach right now, but I knew if I gave him time, he might rethink his position. So I just held his gaze and stated plainly, “We’ll find them and then we’ll take care of business.” 




We would and there was no question about that. There was no way we had come this far to have it end like this. 

















TWO | Self-Control is for Pussies

ZACH

The humming in my ears, the thick thrumming of my own blood pumping through my veins had finally settled.  I had paced the scene for the last hour, trying to figure out what the fuck was going on. I had finally centered myself and figured we  had gathered as much information from the scene as was possible at this late hour and couldn’t go any further.  




Getting behind the wheel of the busted SUV and driving it back to the Compound was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had to do. It was like giving up on Alexis. I wanted to keep going; I wanted to find whoever took Alexis and I wanted to eviscerate them. I wanted to rip out their fucking intestines and feed their shit-packed guts back to them, but I knew there was nothing we could do in this oppressive darkness. The roads were pitch black. Even PreZ, this area of the state had been dark and hard to access. Now without the lights of New Orleans giving us reference, we might as well be in outer space. There was no point of reference, no way of telling how far we had come or how far we had to go. We wouldn’t be able to spot any Z activity or any of the living, even with the assistance of the lights of the vehicles.  Unless they put up a big neon sign that said “we are here,” we were out of luck. 




The moon was in its last quarter, barely giving off any light, allowing millions of stars to show in the night sky. I made a mental note to get my hands on astronomy texts.  In this new world, knowing how to pinpoint your location using constellations would be vital, kicking it real old school.  I should have done that when the shit first hit, but there was no use dwelling on it, hindsight, and all that shit. 




I didn’t want to study the stars, though.  I wanted to beat someone’s face in. I wanted to get my hands around Clara’s neck and fucking squeeze the life out of her. I didn’t want to think about the fact that those rednecks might have Alexis and were doing God knows what to her. 




“Fuck!” I punched the windshield, a large crack spider webbing across its face. My knuckles stung, and when I glanced down at them, I saw that they were bleeding. I gripped the steering wheel tightly. The pain felt good. 




“Can you see through that?” Blake asked calmly. I don’t know how he could deal with this shit. He was acting all laid back like this was just some normal night, some normal patrol. He had broken down after I had called out Clara and threatened her life.  Yeah, that got him all hot in the ass, but now he was all cool and calm…and he claimed he loved Lex, fucking bastard. 




 I picked up the shotgun next to me and smashed the rest of the windshield out. The destruction and the sound of breaking glass felt good.




“Now I can.” I put the SUV into gear and did a quick turn heading back to the compound.




“We’ll find her,” Blake said quietly. 




“This is all your fucking fault!” I yelled, unable to hold it in anymore. I knew it was unfair the moment it was out of my mouth, but I had to blame someone and Blake was convenient. I looked over and he was looking down at the Glock he had in his hand. He wouldn’t look at me.




“It is. I shouldn’t have left in the first place. I know that shit, but I couldn’t–I just couldn’t…and I think the people I picked up are good people. We’ve become close, almost family. I didn’t realize Clara was this fucked up. I should have realized it, but I didn’t. I regret not being more aware of what she was doing. I’ll take the blame for that, Zach. Let me have it. I thought if I ignored her she would move on.  I would never have thought she would do this, though.” He still wouldn’t look up from his piece. 




“Crazy bitch,” I muttered.  But I got it. I should have known there was a threat within our walls. I should have seen that Clara was unstable. But Blake should have known that Clara would take crazy to a whole new level. Why didn't he see it? Why didn’t we both see it?




“Who do you think grabbed them?” he asked.




“My bets are on the Pearl River group, those fucking rednecks. They had to be scouting the area, looking for movement, any sign of our base. The gunshot and the sound of the crash must have led them right to the women.”




“Yeah, there is no one else in the area, it’s gotta be them,” he agreed.




“I don’t know what their intentions are, hold them for ransom, or maybe for their own uses. It’s driving me crazy. All I know is someone took her. She wouldn’t have left on her own.”




“Well, whoever took her, it’s going to be the last thing they do,” Blake growled, finally showing some emotion. 




“They have no idea what they’ve started,” I said under my breath.




“It’s been awhile since we kicked in doors together, brother." Blake finally looked at me and I recognized that look.  I hadn't seen it in a long time.  It was hungry, not for food, or sex, or even power, but blood. 




“I have a feeling this time it’s gonna be a lot more satisfying,” I laughed and knew I was sporting the same look. 

















THREE | Fox holes and Assholes




BLAKE

Zach began rounding up the troops the moment we got back to the compound. Martinez had repaired the gate, and the grunts were mingling in the cafeteria waiting for orders. I forgot how good it was to have loyal team members ready and willing to go to bat for you. My badly thought out adventure to Houston had been an eye-opener as I paired up with civilians to get it done. They were good in their own way, but this group of highly trained soldiers couldn’t be stopped if they put their minds to it. 




I grabbed a map from a box we had in the corner and laid it out on one of the tables. 




“We’ve spotted them here and here.” I pointed to two spots on the map. “Where was the road block, Ito?” Vance stepped up and pointed to a location on the map. They were all within one mile of each other. The only thing in that area that was habitable was the marina and a bait shop. From canvassing in the area, I knew there were maybe four to five camps along the road, a handful more down a backroad. They could be in any of those structures, but it made sense that they would set up in the marina. It had a small restaurant and bait shop and most likely had a lot of supplies for fishermen, which would be very useful.




“They have to be holed up in the marina or one of the camps that line this area.” I circled an area near the Rigolets. “So far we’ve seen five of them, four men, and one woman. We’ll head out before dawn and do recon. I want to get a fix on their location and then go in hard. I want everyone to look intimidating, fully armed, armor and coms on all of us. Ito, Peters, y’all stay back and guard the compound, I don’t want to leave us vulnerable. This is where we hit first.” I pointed to the marina on the map where we first spotted the three people that ran out into the road after that first Pearlington run. 




“Get some sleep in the barracks, revelry is in five hours.” Zach marched off without even a backward glance. I assumed he was going to bunk in his office. Clara had been staying in mine.  I wasn’t going there.  I trudged upstairs and grabbed an empty bunk in the co-ed dorm, threw a blanket down, and lay on the thin mattress fully dressed. I knew there was blood on me; I knew I should probably take my boots off, but I couldn’t force myself to do anything else.




It wasn’t like I was going to sleep. My mind kept fixating on Alexis and what she might be going through. Sleep was a luxury that I couldn’t succumb to, not when my mind wouldn’t turn off the horrors of what could be happening. 




I would stop at nothing to get Lex back.  But when we got her back, would she be the same?  I felt like an asshole even thinking this.  She was Lex, she was tough, there was nothing we could throw at her that gave her pause.  She was amazing. During our initial escape out of the city, she had blown my mind. Even when she was at the point of breaking, she had kept going, pushing through it. She always kept moving forward. 




She would do it again; she wouldn’t let this shit get her down. She was the strongest person I knew.  Now I just had to find her. 





























FOUR | A Good Perv is a Dead Perv

ALEXIS




Bright light shot across my vision.




Whack.




Sharp pain brought me to consciousness. 




The smell of body odor and piss had me coughing and jerking away from the sharp sting across my face. I tried to push my body away, but I was held in place, my body heavy, my arms forced to my sides, my back rigid.




I couldn’t move.  My back was up against a wall or the back of a chair and I was being held tightly in place. I tried to move my hands, but they were bound.  The pain flaring from my wrists clued me in that they were bound too tight. Pins and needles popped up all over my body and I sucked in a large breath of air as if I had been under water. It was hard to take a deep breath and when I pushed my chest forward, I felt tight restraints across me. 




The pain came again, hard against my cheek. Words followed, but they were muffled.  I could barely make them out. My ears buzzed and my brain was foggy, slow to function. 




I blinked, my eyes fluttering, trying to make out the blurry shapes in front of me. Wherever I was, it was dim.  I could smell the acrid scent of wood smoke and candle wicks, and a rank smell underneath of dirty humans. 




“The bitch is finally awake,” a gruff voice said. This time I could make out the words.




My eyes focused on a shape in front of me. It was a man.  He was much older than me and I thought he looked familiar. The man from the truck we ran off. My brain finally connected the shapes and faces with the memory. 




“Morning, sunshine,” he said, smiling and revealing rotten, yellow teeth. I had seen better grills on a zombie. 




“Fuck you.” I spat whatever was in my mouth at him, either mucous or blood.  I couldn’t tell, but it worked.  The crack of his hand across my face was almost worth it.  It threw my head back violently and I saw stars again, my vision going back to blurry.




“She’s a spitfire, not like the other one,” a woman’s voice said. “This is the one that killed Henry?”  A woman came into view; she was just as fugly as the man.




Her words registered.  I had killed the man I stabbed.  I couldn’t help myself, I laughed. It sounded insane even to my own ears.




“Whatcha laughing at, bitch?” the man asked. I just glared at him. I could feel something dripping from my mouth.  He must have split my lip. I wanted to spit it in his face again, but he would probably just hit me harder. There was nowhere I could go, a slight tug at my restraints and I knew they would hold. I glanced around the room.  It was some kind of store.  There were shelves along the wall, all empty, and I could just make out a counter toward the back of the room.




The darkness flickered from the candlelight and I was unsure if there were more people around me that I couldn’t see. Candles lined the shelves, little tea candles that had fire hazard written all over them. I saw one man hanging out to the side. He hadn’t spoken, and when I glanced in his direction, he leered at me. He had to be at least six feet tall, but his weight and general out of shape appearance didn’t intimidate me. He was just some fat pervy fuck. 




“Gimme some ‘lone time with her, she won’t be no spitfire after I have a few minutes on top of her.” The man spit on the floor to emphasize his classiness and leered at me again. 




“Shut your nasty mouth, Frank,” the woman hissed back. “I ain’t gonna be no party to that kind of shit in my house. Plus, these girls are worth some really good bartering.  You heard what that biker said, you bring ‘em pretty girls, he’ll give us food, a lot of food. I don’t know ‘bout you, but I ain’t had a good meal in a long time. I’d be more worried about my belly than my dick if I was you. You rape this one, they gonna know.  They said no spoiled goods.”




“We gotta go all the way into Lakeview for that.  We don’t even have the gas for a trip around the corner. Let’s trade ‘em back to their men for some food or something and then we can rough ‘em up a bit,” Leery McPerv argued. 




“You ain’t there, you ain’t seen their guns, they was like a fuckin’ army,” Nasty Teeth shot back. “They gonna be pissed to lose their women. They won’t trade with us, they’ll just come in and kill us. We got maybe two shotguns each.  I saw them holding shit the military has. Fuck that shit. We can siphon enough to get a full tank for the truck and get the fuck out of here. I ain’t hanging around for those men to come get us. We done with this area, for sure.”




“He’s right. I’ll handle the gas.  I sent Phil to round us up some. We need to get these girls gone and fast. Those men are gonna be looking for them and I don’t want to be anywhere near these girls when they come to find ‘em. In fact, I think it’s about time we move on from this place completely.  We should be moving north up near Mississippi,” the woman said. She turned to me and her hard eyes squinted at me.  “Your men gonna come for you, girl, or were you running from them?”




I didn’t answer, let them sweat. 




“You speak English, girl?  Are ‘ya one of those illegals, you look kinda Mexican or are you a Muslim? Y’all all look the same.” She kicked at my leg. I spit the blood that was pooling in my mouth at her, my aim was getting better. I thought she would hit me, like the man had, but she didn’t.  She just stood up straight and smiled down at me. 




“Frank, ‘ya gonna clean up this little spitfire here, get her nice and scrubbed so she’ll be fancy for those Lakeview boys. No rutting though.” She pointed a finger at him and then grabbed Nasty Teeth and both of them walked out of the room without a glance behind them. When they opened the door a blast of dim outside light came pouring in, confirming that was the way out, and it was still night. I had to get through that door.




Pervy, also known as Frank, leaned over me, the smell of his rank breath and body odor caused me to breathe through my mouth and turn my head away from him. He reached around me and untied the restraints that held me to the chair. I could finally take a deep breath, but it also allowed me to breathe in his stink better. I couldn’t help it; I gagged and almost vomited, managing to pull it together at the last second. The ropes dropped away from my chest and he squeezed my breast hard through my thick shirt and giggled like a school kid. The first tit he’s probably touched that he didn’t have to pay for in a long time.




I wish I would have vomited all over his rank ass.




I tried to ignore his lecherous exploration. I looked anywhere but at him. I started reciting Hamlet in my head, that damn verse we had to memorize in high school and recite in the front of the class, whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer. It didn’t help, and it was definitely not very noble to suffer. 




When good old Frank had enough of his breast examination, he grabbed me by my tied wrists and pulled me to my feet. He wasn’t very gentle. You would think he would be a bit nicer to me now that he’d gotten to second base. Gentlemen were a rare breed these days.




“This gonna be fun,” he laughed and pushed me forward toward the back of the store. With my wrists tied behind my back it was hard to maintain my balance, I stumbled and fell forward.  The motherfucker didn’t even try and help me up. It was awkward trying to stand with my hands bound, but I managed to get back to my feet. I was seething at this point, and when he pushed me from behind again, I made like I was falling forward, just like it had happened previously, but shifted my weight at the last minute. I turned and horse kicked him in the kneecap. I heard the crunch, it was a perfectly aimed kick. He went down hard and I didn’t waste any time and drew back my boot and slammed him hard in the face. Once, twice, three times, maybe a fourth, I didn’t stop until I heard his breath stop rattling. His body didn’t even twitch and then I ran. 




I tried to get my wrists undone, but they were tied tight and they weren’t budging. It was going to take an act of God to get out of that door. If only I could use my hands!




When I got to the back of the store, I ran into a major problem. The door had a deadbolt held firmly in place. I tried to push it with my chin, nose, anything. I even tried using my teeth.  It wasn’t working.  I had to get these damn ropes off. I had just wrapped my lips around it and was getting it to move when I heard a shout from the back.




“What the fuck?” I knew I was two seconds away from being caught.  I had to get out of here fast. I fumbled with the lock, but it slipped back in place. Sweat was pouring down my back. This was my only way out. I yanked at the ropes desperately, but they were wrapped around my wrists and hands in such a way that I just couldn’t get them to budge. 




Something big slammed against me and my head struck the door causing a sea of stars to erupt in my vision. Another hit and I was fading quick, the black was creeping in from the side pooling like dark ink into my peripheral. I felt bile rising up my esophagus. If I passed out, would I choke on my own vomit? I didn’t have time to find out. I crashed to the floor and everything went black. 

















Five | Dead Bodies

ZACH

“Alpha Team, this is Boss One, I’m moving into position.” 




“Copy,” Romeo’s tinny voice broadcasted through my earpiece. We had come in from the lake using paddles to stay silent. I had swum in the remaining thirty yards and made landfall at the marina, taking cover on a large covered slip that was at the edge of the property. 




“Boss One, this is Beta Team, we’re in position.” 




“Copy,” I responded. Martinez and Baby were on the south side of the marina near the main building that was a restaurant and shop. Romeo and Jimmy Camp were on the west side; Blake had taken the north point, and I was pulling up on the east side. Our objective was to observe and figure out where these people were hiding and if they had Alexis. 




The marina was located a few miles from our compound, closer to the Mississippi line. It was a large place, built in the typical fashion of the area. The main building was a sizable raised structure, sitting about twenty feet off the ground. Underneath it there was a docking area for fishing boats to pull up and drop off their wares. 




Running along the water’s edge, there were boat slips.  Some were covered with aluminum siding, others were just slips with wooden decking around them. We slipped in an out of the area trying to stay covered as we monitored for any sign of life.




Thirty minutes passed and it was too quiet. There was no one here, no movement. As each team member reported in, they all said the same thing, nothing, no movement, all quiet. There wasn’t even a random Z, which was telling in itself.  There was sure to be a few of them wandering around here unless they were cleared on purpose. 




“Beta Team, get closer to the store,” I ordered.




“Roger,” Baby’s voice came softly through my com. I watched as the two came in fast from the marsh and crossed the open area to take cover at the back of the store. They kept the coms open, and I heard every breath they took as they moved against the wall to the stairs and then they quietly ascended to the back door. I held my breath as the loud boom hit letting me know they had kicked it in.




“Clear,” Martinez called.




“Clear,” Baby repeated.




For a few tense moments, they stayed silent as they moved through the marina, checking all rooms for any sign of activity. 




“No one’s home, got a body on the floor though,” Baby said.




“Fresh?” Blake asked. 




“Practically breathing,” Martinez chuckled. 




“Fresh candles and signs of first aid. They were just here,” Baby said over the com. 




“Anything of hers?” I asked trying to restrain myself from rushing up there and checking myself. 




“No, but I got a bloody pair of pants that I think Clara was wearing. They patched her up here. Got a nasty gash in her thigh judging from the rip in these jeans,” Martinez said.




“Let’s all move into the building. Stay alert. We missed them, but they might be back at any time,” I hissed.  I slid from behind the crates I was using as cover and made a beeline for the marina. I kept low in case we had missed something. 




I stayed silent until I was at the front door of the marina and then called in my position so I wouldn’t startle the rest of the group. Blake was right behind me, and we pushed into the building. The darkness of the interior was in stark contrast to the brightness of outside. A few moments later, Romeo pushed through the door behind us, followed closely by Jimmy. Jimmy had been training hard with Ito and Romeo and it showed.  His movements were precise and he handled his equipment with an expert’s confidence.




We all clicked off the coms now that we were in sight of each other and began looking around the building. It was barren, shelves bare, small candles dotting the shelves everywhere. It was obvious from the look of things that they didn’t live here; they had just used it as a temporary holding area.




On the counter, there were piles of bloody gauze and the torn pants that Baby had mentioned. I grabbed them.  It was a pair of jeans, obviously female, but I couldn’t place them. I hadn’t paid much attention to Clara. 




“It looks like we just missed them, some of the candles are still soft,” Martinez said, picking one up and sniffing it and frowning. 




“There are sleeping areas in this back room, a few personal items,” Romeo called from the back. “They weren’t dug in though.” He came out shaking his head, holding up a few items. “Looks like this is just a temporary place.” 




“It’s obvious they have the girls, but where did they go?” Blake asked to no one in particular. 




“There are food stores here, not a lot, but enough that they'll want to come back. They’re definitely coming back,” Romeo said assuredly. 




“We know they had the girls here, we know they will most likely come back.  Do we fall back and wait for them or do we scout out another area?” Baby asked. “Their permanent shelter could be one of the camps to the east of us. We could check each one, look for their camp.” 




“We're staying here, let’s set up around the perimeter.” I walked over to the body. It was a male. I couldn’t tell his age because his face was caved. He had been beaten to death, probably kicked or bludgeoned to death. Why would they kill someone and leave them in one of their safe houses unless it wasn’t planned?  Did Alexis fight back? Was this her work? I felt a smile break out across my face. My girl, this had to be her work, nothing else made sense. She had taken out two of the motherfuckers. I was scared out of my mind for her. I couldn’t lose her, but I knew she could take care of herself. She was going to make it through this.  I just had to get there to help her along. 




“They’ll come back. Get in position to wait them out.” I was the first to stalk to the door. I wanted to get out of this dim and oppressive building; the body was already starting to stink.




 Everyone took up their spots around the store, out of sight, but in view of the points of entry. I slipped back across the street and climbed onto the roof of what looked like a storage area. There was a raised facade that would block me from view, but still give me a perfect line of sight of the road and the store across the street. 




I settled in to wait, trying to clear my mind of all the shit that was churning around and pushing me to the brink. If I didn't control my thoughts, my chaotic state of being would get the best of me. I wanted to scream, I wanted to kill something. I had to be in control or I would screw everything up. I had to wait this one out even though I only wanted to do something, anything.  Until I got Alexis back, the wait would be unbearable. 

















Six | Flipping The Shit

BLAKE

I couldn’t sit still, my fucking hillbilly armor itched and I was about to go out of my ever-loving mind if something didn’t happen soon. I had been able to sit for days in the sandbox when I was in the shit, and even after James and I had gone PMC, intel gathering was always a breeze. We were always in pursuit of info, which usually required large amounts of time waiting and watching. Fifteen hours of eyes on doors for one hour of actual door kicking. At the time I used it as a meditation period, the quiet before the storm.  Those were moments when I was able to get my thoughts together and process the things to come. 




I wasn’t up for it right now though. My hands were shaking and the adrenaline coursing through my body was causing my heart to beat a mile a minute. This didn’t bode well for my aim. I wanted to show up and kick ass; I didn’t want to hole up in some tree and wait for some dumb redneck to maybe show their ugly mug. 




It was creeping up on almost twelve hours since Alexis went missing. A lot could happen in twelve hours. I had seen a lot of shit in my lifetime, shit you can’t unsee. I had witnessed firsthand what happens to women when men lose all respect for the fairer sex and have no fear of recriminations. There are animals out there, too many to sleep comfortably at night, and they are always looking for their next prey. I always believed there was a special place in hell reserved for men that take advantage of women and children, especially in wartime.  




I heard the crunch of a twig and swung around.  Three Z’s were coming in from the east. Their uneven gait was almost comical, straight out of a horror movie, step, drag, moan, step, drag, moan.




“Boss One, I got Z movement, three dead fuckers,” I whispered into my com. 




“Copy that. You want to wait for backup?”




“I’m all good,” I replied.




“Out of sight, keep it quiet,” Zach said. Like I didn’t fucking know that. I still bristled at his call sign, I hated calling him Boss One, felt like some inmate or criminal, boss, Stupid. 




“Oorah,” I replied, even though I would have loved to tell him to fuck off. It was three fucking Z’s, I could do this in my sleep.




I slipped out of my tree and pulled the fixed blade dagger out from its sheath at my waist. I stalked around the dead trio until I was behind the straggler. I reached and grabbed it by its shirt and with one precise motion inserted the dagger in the back of its skull as it stumbled back, clean, quick, precise. The commotion alerted the other two though and they swung around to face me, their nasty mouths hissing as they sighted a meal. 




I moved quickly and sidestepped their shambling advances. I kicked out and knocked the first one off of its feet.  As it lay on the group, I slammed the dagger into its skull. The second one was reaching for me, its dirty, blood caked fingers scratching at my makeshift armor.  I pushed at it and it stumbled back. I moved forward and held it in place so I could plant the dagger in just the right spot.




“Tangos down,” I hissed into the com. 




“Copy. Back in position,” Zach said.




“Roger.” Back up the tree like a fucking monkey. Killing the Z’s felt good, but I needed to get my hands on something living or I was going to flip my shit.

















Seven | Stupid is as Stupid Always Will Be

ALEXIS




I was getting tired of passing out. I was going to have the mental capacity of a sea slug after this bullshit–if I survived it. My cheek throbbed and so did my head. I had to have brain damage. 




Two times two is four, four times four is sixteen, sixteen times sixteen is…uh. Well, there was that.




When I got my ass out of this situation, I was going to have a fucking field day placing bullets inside of rednecks. If I got out of this?  Fuck that, I am going to get out of this. There was no other option. I had lasted this long and survived the goddamn Zombie Apocalypse; rednecks were not going to take me down. I wouldn’t be broken by a bunch of inbred trailer trash motherfuckers, no fucking way.




My surroundings started to register. They had moved me. 




It smelled clean. 




I was in a house now. I knew this because I was lying on an actual bed and I could see out the window to my right. It was afternoon and we must be in one of the camps that lined the shore of Lake Pontchartrain. I figured out all of this because of my superb deductive reasoning. No brain injury here!   My window faced the water and the sun was to the left of me, if we were in the same area, the camp faced Lake Pontchartrain. If the sun had been to my right, we would be on the Lake Catherine side. We couldn’t have gone that far from where they grabbed me, so the location rang true. 




I shifted and my whole body hurt. I moved my head and glanced up, jiggling my wrists that were still restrained, but now they were above my head. I was tied securely to the bed, both arms above my head, and latched to the bed posts with handcuffs like I was about to play a bit of slap and tickle with a lover.  




A girl could only wish.




I also realized that I was completely nude underneath the covers. I sucked in a quick breath when I realized the state of my undress. Unable to help it, panic overtook me and I began to pant, my breathing coming in quick and shallow breaths.




Oh my God. What the…what the fuck had they done to me? Had I been raped? Had they raped me while I was unconscious? 




I thrashed and pulled at the cuffs. It only aided in sending pain through my wrists and shoulders. The pain sobered me though, the shock registering in my brain and causing me to still. 




Calm, I told myself, trying to physically force myself to settle down. I tried to force myself to take deep breaths and assess my situation. My muscles were sore, but there was no pain or soreness between my legs, which would indicate a sexual assault. I would be able to tell, right? It would be quite obvious unless he had a dick the size of a Vienna sausage…




The mental picture of a rapist with a teeny little weenie almost made my panic completely dissipate. This is where I would normally do a little mental chuckle. Pause for a chuckle, it was almost there, almost…so my mental health was still in semi-working order. I wouldn’t let this shit break me. 




The door handle turned and I shut my eyes feigning sleep. Whoever it was, I wanted to get my bearings first before there was a confrontation. 




“You up yet, girlie?” The woman’s voice rang out loud and grating to my ears. “C’mon, bitchy bitch, Floyd didn’t hit you that darn hard.” The covers were ripped off of me exposing my naked flesh to the cold air and my eyes shot open.




“There you are, bitchy bitch, I knew you was awake.” Her gap-toothed smile hovered over me. It took all my reserves not to grimace. I had a phobia about nasty teeth and hers were rank, yellow, and broken. “Your pretty little self is gonna feed me and my family for a long time. Those tits alone are worth some grub. The bikers ain’t gonna know what to do with you. Too bad Floyd hit ya in the face…that black eye ain’t flattering.”




“You can’t do this,” I hissed at her.




“Girlie, I can do whatever the darn thing I want with you. You’s mine; you killed my son.  You lucky I don’t throw you in with the dead an’ watch ‘em eat your skinny ass.”




“Which one was your son? The fat fuck I knifed on the street or the pervert whose face I bashed in?” She punched me hard in the ribs, and the impact knocked the wind out of me, pain throbbed through my side. I should have probably kept my mouth shut.




“Shut yo’ trashy mouth. I got me two more sons and they want a piece of your skinny ass. I’m being nice handin’ you over to the bikers. Gonna dress ya ass up like a stripper and hand you over, be done with ya. You gonna deserve every rutting those men put on ya.” She reached into the bag she had slung over her shoulder and pulled out a bright pink piece of material. 




She pulled on my legs and began sliding the material over them. I could feel the scratch of her nails on my skin. Every time I tried to pull away she grabbed at me, grunting under the strain of it. 




The dress was made from some cheap, stretchy material. She forced it over me with a bit of effort, trying to hold my legs in place while she forced it up over my body. It was one of those tube dresses that they sold by the dozens at big-box stores. The material was some nasty rayon blend and it was a color that screamed “hooker.”  I had always wondered what type of woman would buy outfits like this as I shopped for my cereal and bargain priced jambalaya mix. Well, now it was me wearing one of them. 




And it didn’t even fit. The dress was two sizes too small. 




Before Z, I had flirted with a size ten on a bad day, an eight if I had restrained myself for a month or so. I knew I had lost weight and seriously toned down since the shit hit the fan, but I was never going to be a small. The scratchy synthetic material clung to my skin uncomfortably.  There was no room to breathe and the material was so cheap it itched. 




The woman reached up and uncuffed one of my hands so she could slip the spaghetti strap over my arm. She went to reach for my other hand but then thought better of it. She reached into her bag and retrieved a rusty looking Ruger and brandished it like it was going to scare me. 




The crappy revolver didn’t scare me. The fact that she had two more sons that I hadn't clocked, sons that were probably just outside that door, and the fact that I didn’t know where I was scared me a lot more.




“Don’t cha move, bitch. I’m gonna unhook ya, but then we gonna get moving, and if you so much as twitch, I gonna shoot ya in the leg.  I won’t hurt the body parts that matter, but I’m gonna make sure it hurts real bad.” 




She leaned her stinking mass over me and unlocked the second cuff, pulling the cuffs from my wrists. I had the urge to rub at my wrists, but I tried not to move. I didn’t want to test her by twitching. I needed more information before I tried to escape. 




“Stand up,” she ordered, and I slowly got to my feet, testing my legs. They held me, and she yanked my arms behind me and cuffed me again, damn. Then she did something unexpected. She put the bag that she was carrying over my head. It was a thin material and I could see through it barely, just enough to avoid running into walls, but not enough to feel secure in my location.




“Move, bitch, I don’t want to look at your face no more.” She pressed the gun into my back, and I moved forward. There was nothing else I could do. Lamb ready for slaughter. 

















Eight | Sun Shines on a Dog's Ass

ZACH

As much as I hated admitting it, this surveillance mission was a bust. We were now going on eight hours at this location and there had been no movement other than the random Z or gator. The team was tired and we were going on a whim that the rednecks would return. It might be days or weeks before they came back to this outpost. And if they just left the body in the middle of the floor, chances were they weren’t coming back anytime soon. 




“Boss Two,” I called to Blake. 




“Boss One,” he responded. He couldn’t mask the sarcasm in his tone.




“Call it?”




“No one’s home and I doubt they’re coming back,” he stated flatly. 




“Roger. Beta Team, we’re packing it in.” A few calls of affirmative responded as each one of my men sounded off. 




It had now been twenty hours since Alexis disappeared. I was up against the clock and her life was on the line. I wanted to keep moving, keep pushing ahead. We couldn’t stop searching, but there was only so much my team could take. 




Alexis was well liked and they would look for her until they collapsed, but this wasn’t a world where you could let yourself get fuzzy. Fuzzy led to mistakes and mistakes led to death. Death from another human or a zombie, it didn’t matter.  It was the same outcome. 




It didn’t matter which way I turned it around, we had to head in. We had to rack out and we had to decompress. I wasn’t admitting defeat. I would find Lex, I just had to find another way. 




I didn’t wait for the rest of the team to catch up.  I stowed my sensitive equipment and extra clothing in the waterproof pockets of my gear and jumped in the water. I was used to swimming long distances, could do it in my sleep as a Marine, so the ten yards through the marshy water was nothing. The chilly water helped me to refocus my thoughts and stay on track. 




There were only a few more options open to us and I didn’t like any of them. Alexis could be anywhere and I didn’t have the slightest inclination of where to start looking. I knew the rednecks had to be holed up in one of the camps that lined Chef Menteur Highway, but there were hundreds of homes in this stretch of Louisiana. 




It was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack, bad odds, but then again I wasn’t ever one to bet on a sure thing.  The sun’s got to shine on a dog’s ass at some point. 

















Nine | Mystery Meat & Maniacs

BLAKE

We rolled into the compound quiet and subdued. Everyone was in a bad headspace. Martinez and Romeo parked the vehicles and I went straight for the mess. I wasn’t hungry, but I hadn’t eaten in hours so I knew I had to fuel up. 




I wasn’t in the mood to speak to anyone, so I just jumped out of the vehicle, stowed my gear in the entrance hall, and went straight to mess. I smelled like balls and probably looked like a bag of shit, but I didn’t give a fuck. Maybe it would keep the Chatty Cathys away. 




Clara’s sister was one of the first ones to notice me and she made like she was going to walk over and chat me up, but something stopped her short. It must have been the positive vibes I was giving off–whatever it was, it made her turn the other way and scurry off. She probably wanted to question me about her fuckwit sister.  She didn’t want to do that right now.  She wouldn't get a pleasant response from me.




The food was still out, so I slapped a few items on a plate without really looking at what it was and then went to the farthest corner of the room to eat. I just wanted to be alone in my thoughts. I couldn’t wrap my head around our failure. I thought for sure we would go out there and find Alexis and Clara. 




The rednecks could have gone anywhere.  They could have moved back into Slidell or even pushed into New Orleans. There was no way for us to know. We were blind and had very little resources to locate a missing person in this crappy world. 




Someone slapped down something on the table and I looked up with a murderous glare. Did I not make it clear by my actions that I wanted to be alone? 




It was Zach. Of course, it was Zach. 




He sat down across from me and just glared back at me. 




“You need something?” I asked, my mouth was full of whatever crap I had been shoveling into it, but I didn’t care.  




“Where the fuck did they take her?”



“If I knew that, do you think I would be sitting here?” I answered, but I knew he wasn’t really asking me a question he expected an answer to. 




“Actually, Blake, I have no idea what the fuck you would do. Since Z, you’ve surprised me at every turn.  I thought I knew you, brother, but I have no idea what the fuck is going through that brain of yours.” 




“You just can’t let this crap drop, can you?”




“Nope, not gonna let this drop.”




“So what, I’ve done a few things off SOP, it isn’t exactly a standard operating world we’re in. For once in my life, I’m not a by-the-books Joe and you can’t get it. And why the fuck are you bringing this up now? Don’t you have something else to do, maybe hit the rack?”




“I just want to know what to do!” He slapped the table with his big palm and I flinched. Zach’s ice blue eyes were bloodshot and the bags under his eyes were dark and pronounced. He needed some serious downtime. 




“You need to get some sleep, Zach, that’s what you need to do.” 




“No, I need to find Lex, now.” 




“We can’t look now, and if you don’t get your head on right, we’re not going to make any headway,” I shot back.




“You don’t even give a shit if we find her or not.”




“That’s bullshit and you know it, Zach.” 




“I don’t know that, Blake, you’ve only shown an interest in fucking her.” That was the last straw. I knew Zach was all fucked up over losing Lex, but he was barking up the wrong tree. 




I stood up fast, knocking the chair I was sitting in over.  It caused a loud banging sound that had everyone looking up and over at us. 




“I love her just like you do. I want to find her just as much as you do,” I hissed. 




“Bullshit. You only think you love her.  You came back and found her with me and suddenly you can’t have her. You wouldn’t have left if you really loved her.”




“Fuck you, Zach.” 




“And you brought that goddamn bitch with you and ruined everything…just like everything else in your fucking life,” he kept going on.




I knew it was wrong. I knew Zach was out of his head. Everything happened in slow motion. I saw red and the buzzing of my anger was a palpable presence in my gut. I reached out and grabbed him by the shirt and jumped over the table on top of him. 




He blocked my first punch, but I got a good one in for the second shot. But my satisfaction at landing one was short lived as he got momentum and flipped me off of him. I landed hard on my back with an oomph and then he was on top of me. One hit had stars exploding across my vision, but I kicked up and delighted in hearing his groan when my knee connected with soft flesh. 




Too soon Romeo and Martinez were on us, dragging us apart. 




Expending that much energy felt so good, the adrenaline was pumping through my veins again. I was doing something. I felt back on my game and I wanted to tear someone’s head off. From the look Zach was giving me, he felt the same way. 




I couldn’t help myself.  We were such goddamn idiots that I started to laugh.




“You’re a fucking idiot,” he called.




“That’s why you keep me around,” I panted and he started laughing with me. 




Just like that, Zach and I were alright again. 

















Ten | Two Half-Wits & One Sex Toy

ALEXIS

“Get her in the car, Clem,” the old woman spat. I couldn’t tell who was in the room I had been pushed into or where I was. It was disconcerting. I needed to orient myself, but there was no way to get my bearings with this stupid bag over my head. 




I heard footsteps move toward me and a shadow fell across my face. I could see faint shapes through the light material. The shape reached for me and I was flung off my feet and thrown over the big man’s shoulder. His hand planted firmly on the back of my thigh. He let out a nasty little chuckle as he groped me.




Who knew Deliverance was a documentary?




“Ma, you didn’t put no undies on this one,” he gurgled.




“No need for them, get her in the car, don’t you touch her,” she scolded.




His lumbering steps shook me as he strode through the house and then out the door, slamming my head accidentally into the door frame. 




“Whoops,” he laughed. I was going to kill him. It might not be at this time, but I would kill him.




He slipped once on the steep stairs that led to the ground and I had a sickening feeling we would crash down the stairs and I’d get my neck broken because his fat ass would fall on top of me. But he regained his footing and the cloth over my head worked itself loose so I could make out where I was. It was one of the many fishing camps that dotted the area. Each one looked alike, so there was no real way to pinpoint my exact location. Fishing camp was putting it lightly though.  These things were huge and palatial with more amenities than you would have at home, the wealthy southern Louisianian’s alternative to a beach house.  I barely glimpsed it, but from what I could tell we hadn’t even left Chef Menteur, which led directly into New Orleans East.  If I could get away, I could easily make it back to the compound.




He threw me without ceremony into the backseat of a large Cadillac and licked his chapped lips as he looked down at me. The bag had fallen off my head completely and my dress had ridden up when he dumped me on the seat. Without the use of my hands, I was forced to try and wriggle on my side to get it back in place, but it was a useless task. 




I tried to ignore him. He was just looking.  There was no harm in looking. I could ignore this. I could do this. 




I glanced over his shoulder to see another man coming down the stairs with Clara draped unceremoniously over his shoulder.  She was dressed in a similar too small and too tight dress. There was a huge bandage wrapped around her thigh and a bright red stain pooled on the white cloth. She was still bleeding, good. 




The man pushed her a little more gently into the car than the other idiot had with me. I had to scoot quickly out of the way so she wouldn’t sprawl on top of me. I tried to convey all the hate I could muster in my glare as I locked gazes with Ugly Number Two as he peered in the backseat taking in my state of undress. All he did was chuckle, entertained by my defiance. 




“Now, you girls better get along back there, ain’t no time for another cat fight,” Ugly Number One said. The old hag had called him Clem, but Ugly One was more fitting. He leaned into the car and smiled his broken smile at me, his yellow teeth dripping with what I assumed was chew. Could he be more of a stereotype?




“You gotta let me go,” Clara whined. “Bring me to the compound. I’ll show you where it is. They’ll pay you for us; they have plenty of food.”




I kicked out and hit her bad leg making her cry out in pain and begin to sob.  The fucking bitch hadn’t learned her lesson. She was ready to sell out the entire group just to save her sorry ass.




“You think they’re gonna pay to get your ass back? Maybe just so they can kill you. Keep your fucking mouth shut. You even hint at bringing them to the compound and I’ll kill you before we get there,” I hissed. Clara whimpered and glanced in my direction.  Her eyes were huge and panicked. I almost felt sorry for her, almost.




“She already done told us where ya little compound is, slut. When we get rid of you two, we’ll deal with your men. Bet my words, ya hear?” Ugly Number Two threatened.




I fell silent, not because I thought these two half-wits and their genius of a mother could take the compound, but I knew they would cause trouble. Fucking Clara, I might just kill her anyway. If I wasn’t headed for the same fate I would almost be gleeful that she was about to get sold as a living, breathing sex toy.

















Eleven | Pants on the Ground

ZACH

I slept for maybe four hours before I was staring at the top of the bunk, a million scenarios going through my head. I needed a plan, I needed action. I needed to be out there looking for Alexis. 




With about three hours of night left, I got up and went to my office and began to pace. I was going to wear myself ragged if I didn’t settle down. I had a large office, enough for a desk and a sofa, some bookshelves, and my gun safe. Before Z, I had collected guns and I kept my most prized possessions in this safe. I hadn’t touched it since the shit hit. None of the firearms were practical, an old Belgian Derringer, a vintage Claywood, impractical shit that I thought was important a year ago. 




I had been focused on so many things that in today’s world were inconsequential and frivolous. I had put so much stock into it, thinking it was important, thinking it made me a person of worth. Today none of it mattered. The only thing that mattered was Alexis. 




I didn’t know if I had a sick imagination or I had just seen too much evil shit in my lifetime, but all I could do was imagine what was being done to her over and over again. It was like a fucking freak slideshow in my head.  She was a tough girl.  She could handle herself, but there was only so much you could do when you were outmatched and outnumbered. 




Every scenario I conjured up was nastier and more violent than the last. I couldn’t just sit here. I had to do something. I couldn’t stand to be in my own head. 




I heard footsteps in the hall and pushed away from my desk as if I had been caught doing something wrong, like my terrible thoughts would be evident in the air around me.




Blake walked into my office and sat on the sofa that was at the other end of my office, the sofa that only a few days ago I had taken Alexis on.  She had looked so beautiful bent over…




Enough of that.




“I couldn’t sleep,” he said in greeting. “The only thing we can do today is run patrols. We can take it up and down 90. They have to be somewhere around here. I say we push it all the way up to Pearl River and then head back down, just look for any activity or signs of life. We’ll come across them at some point.” 




“I’m glad you’re so confident,” I replied wearily.




“What else am I supposed to be? Should I be feeling sorry for myself, sitting in the dark with my pants around my ankles like you?” 




“My pants are not around my ankles,” I scoffed.




“C’mon, let’s get moving, it’s almost dawn. Just you and me, we’ll find her. The rest of the group can rest up and protect the compound while we search.”




I didn’t believe him, but I followed him out of the office. 

















Twelve | Choose to Live

ALEXIS

We were closer to New Orleans East than I expected. We must have been right outside of the urban area where the ‘burbs met the marsh.  I had assumed we were near Slidell, but we were still within Orleans Parish. If we didn’t run into any issues, we would be in Lakeview in about an hour. 




They took Chef Menteur until it intersected with Michoud Boulevard, a sparsely populated area that boasted a NASA production facility. The two Uglies wound their way through a few neighborhoods, but nothing moved and only the occasional Z could be seen shuffling across a lawn or down a sidewalk. 




Clara remained quiet except for a few sniffles and hiccups sporadically interspersed for effect. She was pushed up against the door as far away from me as possible and every bump they hit she would whimper and look at me all scared. I hope it hurt. 




“A little more than you bargained for when you came up with your big scheme to dump me on the side of the road,” I whispered.  She just hiccupped a sob in response.  She was no fun. I didn’t want to think about what was about to happen to us. I thought it would be better to distract myself with a little Clara torture. If all she did was cry though, what good was that?




“Quiet, you,” Ugly Number One turned around and glared at me. I wanted to flip him off so bad, but my survival instincts said don’t poke the dumb bear. And it didn’t help that my hands were cuffed behind my back. I only managed an eye roll, which he didn’t even notice because he had turned back around. 




I chose to just turn and stare out the window instead of engaging the idiots. We were now pushing past the outskirts of my usual territory. Our group had never ventured this far from the compound and it was surreal the changes that had happened in only a few short months. 




They made a left on Lake Forrest Boulevard pointing us toward the west. I barely recognized the area.  The last time I had been out here was during high school when we volunteered to clean up the New Orleans Nature Center area for service hours. The center was now overgrown and looked like a forest in the middle of the city.  The grass was burnt from the winter, but the weeds were almost as high as a house. 




The Z activity had picked up and now packs could be seen milling about and some started chasing after the car. Ugly Number Two had to swerve to avoid a large pack and luckily the street was wide enough that he managed this. If it would have had stalled cars clogging it, we would have been screwed.




New Orleans East hadn’t fully come back from Katrina when Z hit. The area had been devastated like most of New Orleans, but before the storm it was a depressed and crime-ridden area so people were slow to return. Before Z hit, there were still many neighborhoods that had three to four abandoned houses and overgrown lots to each occupied house. 




This was good for the dead population, fewer people, less Z’s, but there was still a large amount of people in the area when the shit hit. Most of the residents were poor, without transportation and unable to evacuate.  They had probably holed up and died by the hand of their neighbor or loved ones. As we drove by, the dead pushed at windows, locked inside of their houses forever. 




When we turned down Haynes Boulevard and passed up Millionaire’s Airport, entering the main New Orleans area, I knew it would only get harder for us from here on out. We were now in the denser populated areas with more houses, more habitation, more zombies. Shit could get nasty.




It was strange to think my life was now dependent on these men.  With my hands cuffed and my only clothes this stupid spandex dress, I wouldn’t make it far if we were overtaken. I would freeze to death or be eaten. I didn’t know what was worse, probably being eaten.  That would hurt like a bitch. 




Sure enough, the Z population exploded the moment we passed the airport and crossed the bridge that led into the neighborhood of Gentilly. We were near the University of New Orleans in a highly populated area. A bunch of undergrad zombies were about to ruin my fucking day. 




But then, what the hell did I have to live for? Why was I in so much of a hurry to get to the next point? What did I have to look forward to, a biker gang that wanted me as a sex slave? Maybe I should be wishing for a little zombie intervention, to take us out, to take me out. Hopefully, they would get the two Uglies first, maybe Clara. I wasn’t looking forward to forced prostitution. But was death a better choice? 




Lani had thought so. There was no coming back from death though, no big comeback. That was the big finale. If I lived, if I made it to Lakeview, even if I did have to put up with some heinous shit, I would still be alive.  There still might be an opportunity to escape. I had to hang onto that hope. There was always a chance for escape if you were alive. There was always a chance for better. No matter what shit I had to go through, I was still alive.




And I wanted to live. No matter what, the choice was to live. 

















Thirteen | Neighborly

BLAKE

We went up and down 90 a few times, looking for any signs of life and finding none. It was long and tedious and we switched places a few times, just in case one of us might have missed something. By the third pass, I was done with this bit of drama. It was my idea, but it wasn’t proving successful. I was a big boy, I could admit when I was wrong. Not out loud though. 




When we passed Venetian Isles for the second time, I remembered the family that was holed up in there. They were our closest neighbors; they kept to themselves and probably kept a watchful eye on the area. We had said we should talk to them, now was as good a time as any. I hoped they were still around. If they had been wiped out or moved on, we would have no way of knowing. 




I pulled over to the side of the road when I had the sudden insight to talk to them. If there was a family living in here, alone, they had to be paranoid, ever watchful. If there were other people roaming around in the area, they would know. They had to know.




“You think the family is still living in here?” I asked Zach.




“Yeah, from what I know, I haven’t seen them in a couple months, though. They might be gone.” 




“Let’s go ask them if they’ve seen anything. If the rednecks are in the area, they gotta know something.”




“Doesn’t hurt to try,” he shrugged. 




I put the truck into gear and pulled into the neighborhood, heading to one of the back properties. It was a large house, raised, with a wrap-around porch, like most of the houses in this area. The lawn was overgrown and there were weeds taking over their boat launch, but other than that the house was in good order. 




Our truck was a diesel, so the rumble of the engine would be heard from inside the house if they were still around. As we pulled up I saw motion from the porch, the flick of a curtain, the movement of a shadow at the window. 




I reached in the back of the cab and pulled out a few bags of MREs and got out of the truck. Zach jumped out and went around the vehicle to stand at my side. I held up my hands, MREs in hand, showing them that I was unarmed and I elbowed Zach to do the same. He was tense and at the ready, I didn’t know what he would do, I had this sudden fear that he would go up there guns drawn, demanding answers. 




“Neighborly,” I whispered.




He huffed and I think he responded with, “No shit, asshole,” but I couldn’t be certain. Hey, better safe than sorry. 




I knew the family was a bit on the paranoid side, but I wasn’t going to confront them unarmed. We both had Brownings, our handy 9mms, tucked into our waistbands, hopefully the family would see this as protection and not aggression. 




The front door opened and a boy who couldn’t be older than eighteen came out onto the porch. He had a shotgun in his right hand and didn’t look the least bit welcoming. 




“We come in peace,” Zach said in a sarcastic drawl and I could have shot him. The guy had no social etiquette. 




“We just want to talk,” I added and held up the MREs again. “I have a few MREs if you want them. We just want to ask you a few questions. We’re from the compound a few miles from here.”




“Yeah, I remember that one,” the teen pointed a finger at Zach. “We don’t want no trouble, we just want to be left alone.” 




“We respect that, we wouldn’t bother you if we didn’t need help,” I said.




“We don’t have anything, we can’t help you out,” the teen said belligerently. 




“Just information,” Zach spoke up quickly before the teen could slip away. “We don’t need anything, just information.” 




“Have you noticed any other men in the area? Maybe a pickup truck with two men in it? An old woman?” I quickly asked.




“Why do y’all need help with other people? You going to hurt them?” he asked suspiciously.




“They took one of our group, a woman, and we don’t think they have good intentions. We have to get her back, if you’ve seen them…” Zach said.




“She’s family, they took our family,” I added to promote empathetic feelings from the kid. 




“They took your woman? That ain’t right.” The teen finally looked like he was more open to helping us. 




“No, it’s not and we want to find her quickly, if not, we’re scared of what they’ll do to her. We think they’re stealing from people, grabbing women and trying to take anything they can by gunpoint. They aren’t good people.” 




“That’s bullshit. This world may be gone to shit, but stealing ain’t right,” the teen spat. “We did see someone, an old woman and a couple of big men. Fat fuckers, look like ex-cons or something, not big like you guys, fat. They’re up in a camp closer to New Orleans near those industrial places, about a couple miles down. We saw ‘em while we were in the boat. Big yellow camp, think they called it “Fishing Around” or something like that, had a flag. You can’t see it from the highway.”




“Thank you,” Zach called. “You don’t know what this means to us.” 




“If they’re taking women, I don’t want them anywhere near this area. If you do find them, take them out, make sure they can’t come back here, we only want to worry about the infected.”




“Will do,” I called as we backed away. I wasn’t going to turn my back on this kid no matter how friendly he seemed.




“Leave the MREs on the sidewalk and y’all go on. We’re neighbors and all, but I think this was enough conversation for one day.” 




“Thanks, man, really.” I placed the MREs on the sidewalk and then got back in the truck. We had a fishing camp to find. Like now.




















Fourteen | Dumb Cagers & Apocalypse Meth Cookers

ALEXIS

Ugly One and Two had obviously made this trek before. They knew the back ways and how to avoid the large packs of Z’s that prowled the streets. It also helped that the streets were mostly clear of cars and debris. New Orleans resembled a ghost town.




As we pushed deeper into the city there were a few vehicles sporadically parked across the streets as if the occupants had just jumped out and run off. Some still held their occupants, the windows rolled up, their decomposed faces pressed against the glass as their mouths slowly opened and closed. It was reassuring that they were unable to work something as simple as a door handle, but pitiful in the same sense. Whatever lived within these creatures, whatever fueled their damned existence–their driving hunger, it was relegated for an eternity within the confines of their cars. Changed, in a violent act, but still so normal as they sat forever behind the wheel, wearing the same clothes they died in.




It took only a few minutes to make it onto Robert E. Lee Boulevard and cross into the City Park area, finally coming to a stop when we reached the Orleans Avenue Canal. There were large bastions full of sand blocking the road, placed strategically so you couldn’t drive a vehicle over the bridge. Two guards stood with rifles raised, coming to attention as U2 and U1 raised their hands out of the window.




“We got girls for trade,” U2 called out the window. 




“That you, Phil? You got those girls you were talking about earlier?” one of the guards called.




“Yeah, we got ‘em in the back, pretty little things, you give us safe passage?”




“Yeah, Spider’ll take ya in,” U1 and U2 got out of the car and they both went to the back doors, yanking them open. It was the quickest I had seen them move. They were scared of these bikers.




U2 grabbed me, yanking me out of the car. I didn’t have shoes on and I scuffed my toes as he pushed me forward. My dress was pushed up and my hair was in my face, I must look like a hot mess. I hadn’t looked in the mirror in a long time, but it was likely I also sported a few bruises and scrapes from my tussles with these winners that were selling me. Hopefully it drove their asking price way down. I didn’t want these fuckers making much off of me.




“Move it, girlie.” He pushed me forward and a cold blast of air hit me. I wished I could wrap my hands around myself, but they were still tied together. 




“Those cuffs really needed?” one of the guards asked as he walked up and eyed me. He was wearing leather and an ornately decorated jacket with typical motorcycle club patches on it. He was an older man, bearded, with a bit of a paunch and a flush to his cheeks and swell of the nose that spoke of alcoholism and substance abuse.




“This one here is a spitfire, she took out Henry and Frank,” U2 said.




The biker laughed so hard that I thought he might fall over. It was one of those big belly laughs that had him bending over and gasping for breath. If I wasn’t so pissed and miserable I might have joined in on the festivities. “Y’all are the dumbest cagers I ever met, you let a fucking bitch take out your brothers?” He eyed me and didn’t look impressed with my mad killer skills. Good.




“She’s tough,” U1 said, but he looked embarrassed. 




“Take her fucking cuffs off. When we get to base make her look good or Brandon ain’t giving you shit. He don’t want anymore bitches, only quality pussy. And what the fuck is wrong with that one? She’s injured, she’s not fucking bit is she?” He backed up a step, fear evident on his face.  It was good to see that these bikers had a healthy fear of the zombies. 




U2 pulled tiny keys out of his pocket and pulled me to him violently. “Nah, she ain’t bit, this one here stabbed her. I told you, ya gotta look out for her. She’s a crazy bitch.”  He unlatched my cuffs and I had the sudden urge to let him see just how crazy I was, but I was outmatched and underdressed. The two bikers were armed to the teeth and I was wearing nothing but this stupid fucking dress. I had to come up with a new plan of attack. The first step was to make them think I was harmless. Harmless meant no cuffs. Harmless meant they would only see me as an object and not something to be wary of. Harmless meant potential escape.




I rubbed my wrists, wincing like it hurt much worse than it did. Then I pulled my skirt down and patted at my crazy hair, trying to get it into some order. I looked up and met the bigger biker’s eyes and he smirked at me. I wanted to growl and attack him, but I held myself back. Pitiful, I had to look pitiful.




“She’s a pretty thing, Clem, Brandon’s gonna be pleased and since you’re my contact, that means I get a cut. Don’t fucking mention she killed your men though, if he hears that he’ll get paranoid.” He looked over at Clara.  “Don’t know if you’re gonna get much for this injured one though. Limping and ugly ain’t a good sale. You might want to just take her back with ya. Y’all don't have any women, do you?” 




“I gotta get something, we need food, Mom’s gonna kill us if we come back without our fair share. She’ll look good when ya clean her up, one of those girls that looks better with a bit of lipstick slapped on her.”




“Take ‘em in, Spider.” He leered at me and swatted at my ass as I followed Spider, who looked more like a cockroach than any arachnid. He led us to a truck parked at the side of the road, U2 pushed at my back as I slowly trudged my way over. I wasn’t going to hurry my ass for this. 




“Get in the back,” Spider growled and U2 practically picked me up and threw me in the back, climbing up behind me, his large bulk causing the truck to dip down. 




U1 yanked at Clara to get moving and had to practically throw her into the back of the truck next to me. She scrambled as far away from everyone as possible as soon as she got up onto her hands and knees.  The biker, Spider, got behind the wheel and pulled off without allowing us to orient ourselves, squealing the tires and slamming us around in the unsecured, cold bed of the truck.




It took us only two minutes to make the trek from the canal to their base, if you could call it that. It was a shoddily put together base of operations if I’ve ever seen one. There was a temporary fence haphazardly put together around a large parking lot. Campfires burned throughout the main thoroughfare and men of all ages milled about. Some were cooking and some were chopping wood, but others looked to be just talking and socializing. Out of the maybe forty or so men, only about ten of them looked to be visibly armed. 




I noticed immediately that it was the ones that wore leather and had the MC colors emblazoned on their jackets that were packing. I also noticed a trailer in the corner of the lot that seemed to be under heavy guard and was leaking some kind of smoke from a vent in the top. 




I took solace in the fact that they only allowed the MC guys to carry. It was a good thing for me anyway; soldier versus citizen would be very easy to spot if the bad guys wore patches declaring their bad-guy-ness.




The truck pulled into a back lot that wasn’t part of the fenced area and there didn’t seem to be anyone guarding this area. U1 and U2 pulled us from the back of the truck and pushed us forward toward what was once the grocery store. There was an armed guard at the entrance to the building, but he moved aside when Spider gave him some sort of hand signal. 




“Senior’s gonna want to see this haul, he in his office?” Spider asked the guard, who just nodded an affirmative as we pushed past. 




I used to shop at this grocery when I lived in the area. It was one of those fancy ones, with everything organic and wine tastings on the weekends. Now it was the church of an outlaw biker gang, specializing in human trafficking. The grocery, which was once pristine and posh, had been cleared out and was now peppered with hastily thrown up “rooms” which were only shelves with tarps draped between them. It looked like a bunch of Boy Scouts had made forts. Silly, but in reality each one was home to another biker, and every biker meant a potential threat.




Senior’s “office” was a raised area that had once been customer service. There were glass walls that cut it off from the main area and it looked like they had strung up bed sheets to give him privacy when he needed it. Right now they were pulled to the side and who I assumed was the man in question, sat like a king looking down at his domain. He was seated in front of the office on the high counter that was set up around the glass area. A few leather-clad bikers surrounded him, pouring shots and smoking cigarettes, talking loudly as one scantily clad girl acted like everything they said was the funniest thing ever, pouring them something out of a jug and sashaying around in nothing but a pair of panties and a tiny crop tee. 




Everyone turned when we walked in, all eyes on me and the evil traitor next to me. I tried to take in my surroundings without looking like I was scoping out the place, but I had to play it cool like I was useless, innocent, and not a threat. The cash registers and checkout lanes were still in place, but everything else was ripped out and moved around. The store was set up differently than most grocery stores. The lanes faced an empty wall and forced consumers to go either left or right to exit the store. There was access to both parking lots of the shopping mall, east, and west, with doors placed at both sides of the store. The back lot, or west lot, was the one that they hadn’t gated and was only a few lanes of parking spots that led into a residential area. The east lot was the gated area, a large expanse that fed other stores and could be accessed from two major roads. 




The west door would be the easiest point of exit if I managed to get around the crew inside the store. They should have gated the back lot also, but they were using it for quick access to vehicles, which were parked along the back wall of the store. Their laziness would work out well in the long game, or so I hoped. I felt a tingling of hope take residence in my gut. I could get out of here.




“Whatcha have here?” asked the man that was clearly the leader, judging by his confidence and how the other bikers seemed to orbit him. He jumped off of the counter, his boots making a loud thump on the linoleum floor. He strode quickly over to us to inspect the new arrivals. He had a patch on his right shoulder that proclaimed him President and 100% Southern Clan which confirmed his dictatorship role. I didn’t know much about motorcycle clubs, but I knew enough to recognize some of his patches. The 1% patch on his vest declared his club in the outlaw group, which was usually tied to criminal activity and at the very least misogynist and often racist behavior. Like that wasn’t obvious from this set-up though.




His club was obviously running a sex slavery ring and from the look of the countertop and the various implements and powder, they were also doing a ton of drugs. I would bet money that the trailer outside was their own personal chemistry lab.




A little apocalypse meth cooking, fun for one and all. If I didn’t get the fuck out of here I might be roadkill if this place blew up in a meth-plosion, which I didn’t need to worry about on top of all the other crap. The shit just kept getting thicker. 




“Girls for trade, brother. These two want food for two girls.” Spider stepped up and did some lame fist bump with the president. 




“Where’d ya get these girls, boys?” Brandon directed his attention at U2. 




“Off Highway 90, they were beating the crap out of each other,” he answered.




“Were they now?” he laughed, and it was actually a pretty jovial laugh for a man of his nature. I was reticent to admit that he was a rather handsome older man, even if he was obviously a supreme dick. He had a distinguished look to him that would fit well in a board room and a suit…instead of the leathers he wore. 




“Why were you pretty little things beating the crap out of each other?” He looked at Clara’s leg and raised a brow. 




“She was pissed ‘cause I was fucking the guy she wanted,” I said giving a pointed look in Clara’s direction, telling her clearly, “shut the fuck up, I got this.” 




“And where is this guy you were fucking?” he asked.




“They’re holed up somewhere off of Chef Menteur, out near Slidell. We haven’t located them…yet. Only a few guys, but they got a lot of guns,” U2 spoke up, cutting off anything I was going to say.




“How many men?” He looked at me this time. I did a quick calculation, the trailer trash would know about maybe six of us, including me. 




“Five,” I said quickly. 




“They gonna come lookin’ for you two?” he asked me.




“Probably not,” I said shrugging my shoulders. “This one kinda screwed them over when we left.” I cocked my thumb at Clara who was staring big-eyed and dumb at me. 




“You don’t say. They have a lot of guns, though, what we talking about?” He directed this question at U1 and U2, but I answered.




“They got some rifles off of a few dead National Guardsmen, along with a Hummer, no ammo though. Why?” I tried to make my voice shrill, higher pitched than usual, a little less assertive than my regular tone. I didn’t know if the theatrics would work, but at this point anything was better than the truth. If these guys found out we were coming from a well-fortified compound of skilled mercenaries, I might not make it through the night. 




“We got that here too, probably a little more than a few, though,” he chuckled all superior.  “You understand what we’re doing here, ladies? These boys here are selling you to us, that means you’ll be our property. You’ll do as we tell you, you’ll fuck who we tell you, you won’t throw a hissy because you don’t get your way. And we ain’t buying you because of your conversation skills.” He stepped up until his face was only inches from mine and I dropped my eyes to stare at my bare feet.




One, two, three, four…stay calm. 




Clara was now sobbing. I was second guessing myself. Should I be crying too, playing the wilting flower? I didn’t think I could force myself to cry. I was barely restraining myself from head-butting this piece of shit.




“If you don’t perform, you’ll die. Simple. You live to serve. You fuck, we feed you. Simple. I’ll give you three cases for this one.” He stepped back and pointed at me. “One case for buckets here.” He dismissed Clara with a wave. 




“Nah, that ain’t enough, Sen…uh, Brandon. That’s only two weeks of food for us.” 




“They ain’t worth more than that.” Senior, whose real name must be Brandon, spit on the linoleum floor and turned, they were dismissed. Such a normal name for such a raunchy animal. 




“This one is, she’s worth at least five cases, just her.” He gestured to me, his voice raised in an angry tone. “Look at her tits, have you seen her tits? And she’s young, probably ain’t even twenty-one yet. And you’ll get some work out of this one when she heals,” he pointed to Clara, “She’s pretty, just needs a little time on her back.” 




Senior turned, his lips pulled back in a grimace, but enjoyment sparkled behind his gaze, he liked to barter. “Six, that’s it.”




“Fine.” U2 nodded his head, but looked disappointed. 




“Load ‘em up, Spider, and get these two citizens out of my sight.” He dismissed U1 and U2 with a wave of his hand and turned back to the party going on at the counter. He sauntered up to the counter, grabbed the girl’s ass, all up in the crack, leaned over, snorted something up his nose and turned back to face us. 




“I’m claiming this one as my property,” he declared as he pointed to me. “You hear that bitch, you belong to me? What I say, you do it, or I give you up for a gang. You know what that means?” 

















Fifteen | Useful Eco-Friendly Dead People

ZACH

The camps along Highway 90 led from elitist vacation homes to industrial enterprises and then to extremely poor areas in the blink of an eye. I knew the area the kid spoke of, Blake and I had done some work for a contractor in the area before Z hit. 




If the camp couldn’t be seen from the highway though, it posed a challenge. 




“We should take to the water.” I pulled the SUV we were in over to the side of the road. We were still in Venetian Isles, where every house had a boat in a slip behind the house. We could go aquatic in a snap.




“Something small that we can row if it requires silence,” Blake said and I agreed with him.




We exited our vehicle and I drew my weapon, affixing the silencer onto its end for stealth. 




The neighborhood was posh, large houses towering over us on raised pilings. They were right next door to each other though, giving the impression of an actual neighborhood instead of the usual fishing camps, which were separated by a good expanse of marsh and took up a few acres. 




Custom dredged canals fed through the neighborhood, following the winding streets and giving the houses a sense of living in a marina instead of a suburb. The first two houses had large boats, raised out of the water on their lifts. We couldn’t use these. 




We hit pay dirt at the next house, finding a few jet skis that ran on electric power. Their charges were about halfway full, which would give us a good 2 hours at max on them if we didn’t push them too hard. The fact that they were the new electric kind would keep the sound down and allow us to get close to the shoreline without being heard. 




“Rich eco-friendly people sure prove useful in the apocalypse,” Blake laughed as we pushed the things into the water and climbed aboard. 




“Too bad they probably died in their Prius out on I-10,” I responded. 




“It says this thing can go up to 50 miles per hour, damn, I want to keep mine. If we could hook it up to a solar power this would be perfect for clean-up.”




“Keep your head in the game,” I hissed, knowing my comment was unfair, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear Blake rattle on about a cool new toy. These were to get us to the big yellow camp, anything else was lagniappe. 




“My head is in the game, dickhead,” he shot back, but got quiet after, which is all I wanted. I had no idea what kind of people we were dealing with. They seemed to be sloppy, but I didn’t want to underestimate them. If I made one more mistake we could lose Alexis forever. 




We pulled out of Venetian Isles’ private waterways and into the lake, hugging the shoreline and heading west. The sun was still high in the sky, beating down on my back. I was dressed in full battle dress, which didn’t make for great sea-worthy attire, but I hadn’t expected to go into the water. Stupid move, as usual. I was making a habit of that lately.




The lake was calm, there was hardly any wind, which aided us in moving quickly, but didn’t do anything to mask the sound of our approach. It couldn’t be helped. Luckily the lap of the water on the machine and the wake it made could be explained by a lot of things other than what it was. The kid had mentioned a yellow camp and after about fifteen minutes of hugging the shore we saw the peak of a second story rising over the marsh grass. 




I signaled for Blake and pulled into the overgrown shoreline, he followed behind me. The water was only a few inches deep and the grass was high enough to provide significant cover, so we crouched low and pushed closer to the house. 




There were signs of life, the windows were open and a few pairs of clothing were strewn over the porch railing. I didn’t spot any movement though. 




“I’m going to move to the south, get a bead on the address, call in reinforcements. Stay here and keep an eye out,” I whispered to Blake who nodded in acknowledgment.




It was obvious the owners of this camp had taken meticulous care of the area Pre-Z, and it was a beautiful camp, two stories, three if you counted the entertaining area underneath the camp. Now, though, the marsh was pushing back in, the grass was almost up to my shoulders, except for the area that was used for a driveway and the path to the boat launch, it was a mess. 




I stayed low, at a disadvantage since the house was raised almost twenty feet off the ground and anyone looking out the window could see into the grass. My all black attire was great for night, but in the daylight I would be in contrast to the brown winter landscape. 




I made it to the front of the camp without incident, but I did register sounds coming from the camp, there were people inside. No visual confirmation though, only the sounds of footfalls and the muffled sound of voices. From my vantage point I could see there was another camp about a quarter mile to the east. It was close enough that we could keep watch and hide our movements. Time to call in the troops. 




I sent the three signal burst on my com, signaling to the compound that I was radioing in.




“Island, this is Boss One.”




“Roger, Boss One, this is Island. Do you have something for us?” Martinez’s voice came over my earpiece. They were ready. They had probably been waiting at the communication station.




“We’ve located possible suspects, in need of back-up.”




“Hallelujah, what’s the coordinates?”



“Three clicks west, still on Chef, physical address is 20813. I need two units, one come in from the water, Pontchartrain side,” I glanced at my watch, “at fifteen-hundred, secondary unit come in by land after dusk. I want quiet and dark movement from the vehicle. Marine unit rendezvous underneath main structure.”




“Copy that, Boss One.”




“Boss Two,” I radioed to Blake.




“Boss Two here,” he whispered back.




“Fall back to the camp to the east. As much as I want to kick the door in and break some skulls, let’s figure out if this is the right group.”




“Fuck, there went that idea,” he replied and I felt my lips turn up in a grin. The smile wasn’t about any kind of happiness, it was about action and an almost gleeful anticipation of what was about to go down. 	

















Sixteen | Just Torture

BLAKE

I stowed the two jet skis, pushing them into the marsh and covering them as best as I could with brush. I didn’t think anyone would come this way, but I didn’t want to assume, and we wanted to keep our presence a surprise. When I was done, I slowly made my way through the grass. 




It was a tedious process, the camp we were going to occupy was set closer to the road and the marsh was overgrown with weeds and high grass. The neighboring camp was set high above me, so I couldn’t go quickly and cause the grass to move and give away my position. 




When I finally pushed my way out of the grass to the paved area underneath the fishing camp, Zach revealed himself; he had taken cover near the stairs. There were three flights that soared up to the raised structure above us. 




“I’m going to clear the structure, stay down and keep an eye out,” he said.




“There’s nothing going on down here, if there are dead up there, you’ll need my help,” I argued.




“Negative. I need you to keep watch out here. If we’re both upstairs, they could leave, or surprise us, and we wouldn’t have a clue.” 




“Aye aye.” I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see it with my dark glasses covering half my face. 




“Just do it, Blake.” He obviously sensed the eye roll. 




“I’ll always outrank you, Sarge,” I drawled. For some reason I just had to fuck with Zach. He had transitioned out with the rank of Sergeant First Class, his enlisted status to my officer status always rankled him and the fact that I always reminded him.




“Shit like that don’t count anymore, just keep an eye out, Blake,” he said stoically. He didn’t let me get a word out in response, he just turned and took the stairs two at a time without making a sound. Zach had always been a born leader and top of his game in whatever he did. When I had met him, he had been a member of the newly commissioned Marine Raiders Regiment, pulled kicking and screaming out of Recon. He was an egotistical bastard and didn’t want some First Lieutenant telling him what to do. It had pissed me off. He knew what he was doing, though, that was evident in everything he did. He saved my life that first week, then I saved his a few weeks later. We had been brothers ever since. The good old days. 




I just had to remind myself that he knew what he was doing and not let my ego get in the way. He was right. I had to keep watch on our neighbors, even though I wanted to do more than surveillance.




I hunkered down, taking cover behind a barbecue pit. There was no movement from the “enemy camp.” From what I could tell, there weren’t that many inside of the structure, maybe two or three at the most. Every now and again a shadow would pass in front of a window. 




Something caught my eye from the north. There was movement from the lake, barely noticeable, but it was enough to alert me to the team’s arrival. Two minutes later, Baby and Martinez emerged from the weeds without a sound. They were dressed similar to Zach and myself and Martinez was humping a duffle that was probably stuffed full of weapons. 




A tapping from above had me looking up and Zach signaled an all clear and to come on up. You didn’t have to tell me twice. 




The upstairs area was Fancy, with a capital F. Granite and glass was everywhere and a huge ass fireplace took center stage in the front room. The fishing camp we used to go to as kids barely had a functioning toilet, much fewer granite countertops. But, then again, we always came back sunburned and covered in weird bug bites, these people had the right idea.  




“There’s a crow’s nest with some kind of day room up there that has three hundred and sixty degrees of unobstructed views. I need someone up there, now,” Zach said the moment we crossed the threshold. 




Baby pursed her lips and mock saluted Zach, heading for the stairs. He didn’t even register her sarcastic response he was so focused on his task. The man was at the breaking point, Baby was only trying to lighten the mood, but it wouldn’t work on Zach. I wanted Alexis back, for me, for what she meant to me, but seeing Zach so frazzled I also wanted her back for him. I hadn’t ever seen him this zoned in. 




“What’s the story, boss?” Martinez dropped the duffle on the floor and I winced at the loud sound. He grinned, chagrined over his mistake and I could have fucking punched him. Zach couldn’t get out of the zone and Martinez couldn’t fucking be serious to save his life. We would be lucky if we made it out of this alive.




“The family in Venetian Isles pointed us in this direction, said people matching the rednecks description had just moved in. We haven’t had confirmation that it’s the men we’re looking for, though,” Zach said stiffly.




“We gonna bust in there? Kick ass and take no prisoners?”




“We’re gonna confirm it’s the men from the bridge that were chasing Ito and then we’ll go in and see what’s up. Capture and interrogate.” 




“Capture, torture, kill?” Martinez smiled, but it was strained.




“Something like that,” Zach said quietly.




“What if it ain’t them that took Lex?” Martinez asked.




“Then just torture.” 

















Seventeen | The New Normal

ZACH

The sun was setting and I hadn’t seen shit from the other house. What were those people doing in there? Sleeping? They weren’t doing shit. It’s not like they could do much, though. It was cold as shit and they didn’t have a fire going, or any kind of heat, they were most likely huddled up in some room smelling each other’s asses. But it was obvious they wanted to hide their presence. No fire, no movement outside, it had to be the people we were looking for.




It wasn’t until the sun had slipped into the water and the whole place was painted with an orange hue that I saw real movement, real quantitative proof that it was the fucking douchebags we had been in pursuit of for the last day and a half. 







“Incoming,” Baby’s voice came over our coms. “Cadillac, coming in from the west. Looks like two men.”




The roar of the engine had all of us coming to attention and moving to the windows. From my vantage point I could see the Cadillac coming down the highway and then turning into the camp next door. It pulled underneath the structure and the doors swung open. 




I brought binos to my eyes and focused in on the vehicle. One of the men I recognized from earlier. It was who we were looking for.




“Confirmed. Rednecks confirmed,” Baby’s voice backed up my thoughts.




My palms itched. I wanted a weapon in my hand. I wanted to move. I wanted to do something. I was tired of chasing and sitting and watching. But we still had to wait for the second team that would be here in just under an hour. Just one more hour. I had been standing at this window for what felt like an eternity. It probably was hours. My back ached from standing at attention, I was unable to relax my stance. Old habits die hard. 




I heard the door creak behind me and from the tread I knew it was Martinez. 




“Hey, boss. Ito just radioed, they’re ready to head out. They’re gonna drop the vehicles a click up the road and come on foot at full dark.” 




“Good. We’ll break it down when they get here and then go in.” 




“You alright, man?” He stepped closer and I turned to face him.




“Focused on the mission, Martinez. You got something to say?”




“Just worried about you, Zach,” he gestured to the wall near me. There was a large hole near the window. It looked like someone had punched it. 




I hadn’t done that. I couldn’t have done that. 




“Nothing to worry about, we’ll get Lex back and we’ll get back to normal.”




“The new normal,” Martinez added. 




“Yeah, the new normal.” 

















Eighteen | House Bitch

ALEXIS

Senior looked at me, expecting a response and all I could do was nod. Jesus, did he mean a gang bang? Okay, maybe I couldn’t do this. My hands started to shake. I clasped them together and took a deep breath. My palms were sweating and I could feel my legs quivering. I looked over at the bitch that had gotten me into this mess and I could have killed her.




Clara looked like she was on the verge of a panic attack. Her whole body was shaking and she was jerking her head back and forth looking from one man to the other. It was almost comical, if this scene wasn’t so intimidating. The bikers just stood there, staring at us. Most of them were older, in their forties and fifties and on the heavy side, but not obese. They were all eyeing us like we were the main course.




My eyes fell on one that was much younger than the rest of the group and was the spitting image of Senior. They were both about six feet tall and had strong features. Senior’s face was covered in a beard, but the younger man was clean-shaven and his hair was dark black, to Senior’s salt and pepper. He wore the Vice-President patch and I could only assume this was the leader’s son and the next in line for the dictatorship. He was eyeing me like I was a new toy he wanted to play with. 




“Hey, house bitch,” Senior yelled to the girl that had been milling about the men, “Take the scared blonde to the women’s quarters and give her a bunk. Let her know the rules. I’m taking this one for a test drive.” He strode forward and grabbed my arm, pulling me forward. 




I had thought I might get a little more time. Maybe they would inspect my teeth or something, not jump right into it. 




Ok. Shit. I couldn’t do this. My legs buckled and he dragged me forward, not caring as I almost fell.




The men around the table laughed and jeered as their president stepped to the counter with me in tow. He bent down and snorted what I assumed was coke or meth. I had never been into experimentation, so I had little experience with drugs or even drug users. Both my parents were chronic pot smokers, but pot was a far cry from any sort of synthesized narcotic. This was insane.




He threw his head back and sucked air hard through his nose, rubbing at his face with the hand that wasn’t gripping my arm. Maybe he would drop dead right here? The other men around the counter did the same, leaning over, snorting the drug–as if the leader had to go first and then everyone else could go. They all looked up, eyes now glazed over and high, all but the VP, who stood there smirking at his father. His were the only eyes that weren’t glassy from drug use. His were the only eyes that were watchful and aware. 




“Get in the room, bitch, I’ll be there shortly.” He pushed me forward, up a few steps and into the office. I did as I was told and went into the little room. It was a mess. There was a double bed pushed in the corner and clothes were strewn all over the place. There were half-empty bottles of bourbon on every available counter space and ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts. There was nowhere to sit but the bed and I didn’t want to touch the sheets. I did notice that there was a door against the back wall and wondered what lay behind that. 




I didn’t have time to contemplate the door, or work up the nerve to explore. Too soon he was pushing through the door of the office and yanking at the make-shift curtains, plunging the room into darkness. He cursed under his breath and I heard the clattering of something and then a lantern flicked on. 




“Get undressed. I want to see what I paid five cases of MREs for.” I froze. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to make a break for it, but I knew the other men would be on me before I could make it down the stairs. I also knew I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t submit to this man. 




“Take your fucking dress off, bitch,” he hollered and moved toward me, his hand raised. He went for the hair, these douchebags loved to yank me around by my hair, the only vanity I had left in this fucked up world. I had let it grow, my long dark locks something I had always been proud of. I was shaving it if I ever got out of this shit.




He didn’t let me undress on my own. I heard the flick of a switchblade, that unmistakable clicking pop that announced the releasing of the blade. Then he was slicing through the too tight dress. The dress that I had thought covered so little, I now realized covered so much. 




I was butt-ass naked beneath the dress. The old skank hadn’t even given me a bra. He yanked harder on my hair and I whimpered. His rough hands pawed at me and I made the mistake of looking at him, meeting his dilated eyes, unfocused from the drugs. He looked insane, he looked hungry. This was really going to happen. He was going to rape me.




He pushed me hard and I fell down on the bed, sprawling across it. I pulled myself up, trying to cover my body with my legs and arms, anything to retain some amount of dignity. 




I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t watch what he was doing, but I heard the distinct sound of leather on leather and the sound of a belt being yanked from pants and then the sound of a zipper. 




“I’m gonna fuck you, bitch, and you’re gonna like it,” he spat and I mustered the courage to look up at him. He was now completely undressed, but I couldn’t make out details since he was in the shadow from the dim lantern. I could tell he was disgusting and wrinkled. He was old enough to be my father; gray hair peppered his chest, his man boobs protruded like deflated balloons. His dick was still flaccid against his thigh and he gripped it in his hand, yanking on it in a way that didn’t look very appetizing or stimulating.




When nothing happened, I could tell he was getting frustrated because he was cursing and yanking harder. I tried to stay as still as I could. I didn’t want to give him any reason to take his attention off of his limp dick. 




Nothing happened. He couldn’t get hard. I was now convinced that some higher power had my back. This was a testament to the Don’t Do Drugs campaign…the thing about chronic drug use, or just stimulants in general–they could cause erectile dysfunction. Someone couldn’t get it up.




I couldn’t help it, I smiled. 




“You laughing at me, bitch?” He dropped his sad excuse for a dick and came at me fast, yanking on my ankle and dragging me to him. 




The bad thing about stimulants– aggressiveness and added strength. 




I barely had time to get my arms up to protect my face when the first punch hit me. It glanced off my arm but it still hurt like a bitch, he was strong. The second one landed along my jaw and had me crying out in pain. I kicked out against him, but I had taken too much in the last few days. I was as weak as a kitten and it did nothing to him. 




It was like one of those dreams. Those fight dreams where you’re fighting an attacker but it feels like you’re under water. Your arms are like jelly and nothing you do even makes an impact. I tried fighting, but nothing I did had an effect on him.




And this wasn’t a dream. This was reality. This was my new reality. Each blow caused flashes of light to sprinkle across my vision and each one hurt a little less but a little more. At one point I wanted to die. I wanted to close my eyes and have it end.




The last one I remembered came hard against my temple and the stars that popped across my eyes quickly faded and he finally stopped. I knew I should probably try and stay awake as he lumbered across the room and grabbed for a bottle, but I just wanted to sleep. I let it take me. Sweet fucking oblivion.

















Nineteen | The Art of Obedience

ZACH

Ito, Romeo, and Jimmy came in hot. Jimmy wasn’t exactly who I would have chosen for this mission, but he was eager and had been training hard with Martinez. I wanted fucking Cole. Cole had interrogation experience, Cole wouldn’t freak when I did the things I had planned. But Cole’s wife wouldn’t let him off the island if she could help it. Guess he was sitting this one out, again.




I wanted to fault him, the pussy, but for some reason I found it reassuring. To have someone care about you enough that they bossed you around…okay, maybe it wasn’t that reassuring. Cole should have been here. 




I gathered the troops and laid out the plan. It was going to be easy. We go in, we take ‘em down and we hold them until they give up Lex and Clara. Lex could be in that house right now. She could be enduring God knew what kind of treatment and I was just sitting here, watching. Waiting for heavier darkness, waiting for optimal conditions. If my logical side hadn’t kicked in, I would have busted in with just Blake at my back. But these rednecks were wildcards. I didn’t know what kind of weapons they had, how many of them there were. It was frustrating. but it was logical. Wait, watch, then move. Standard Operating Procedure. SOP. Live by it, die by it. 




“Ito, Romeo, Martinez, you’ll go up the stairs on the west side, take the back room, we’ll move in from the south entrance, take the front. Move all EC’s to the front room. Then we find Lex.”




“What if Lex isn’t on the property?” Baby asked.




“Then we interrogate them, treat ‘em like ECs, the usual.” 




“So, we do this? We’re treating them like Enemy Combatants? Do we have intel that they are the ones that took Clara and Lex?” Baby asked, but she didn’t look like it mattered, just asking a question, no opposition.




“From this point, you’re with us or against us, there isn’t a gray area,” Blake spoke up from the back of the room. “No matter what, these are the men that have fired on us and tried to take down Ito. They’re the enemy, even if they didn’t take Lex.”




“They took Lex, end of story. They’ll pay with their lives,” I said stubbornly. They had to have taken Lex. If it wasn’t this group then there were no other leads, no other options.




“Well, then let’s get her back.” Baby clapped her hands and as usual I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or if she was behind me. She was so hard to read. She followed orders like a champ, but her dry sense of humor was hard to interpret. 




The landscape was pitch black when we converged in the ground floor patio area. I only had two pairs of night vision goggles. I handed them to Blake and Martinez. I could do without. The plan was simple. We were ready. Two quick hand signals and we split, my group heading toward the highway, Martinez and his group heading toward the lake. 




We had to make this quick. We had to go up the stairs and hit the house before the occupants inside could muster any of their weapons and defend themselves. We also needed to take them alive. Most of them. 




I quickly crossed the expanse of marshy grass toward our target. Blake was at my rear and Baby five paces to my right. We made it to the bottom of the stairs and I waited until Martinez confirmed that they had made it to the other access stairwell. 




“Go,” I spoke harshly into the com and we all moved as one up the stairs. I didn’t hesitate when I hit the porch. I went straight for the door and kicked it in. The door was weatherproofed and reinforced but it went in easily from the force of my kick. There were two men sitting on the sofa, their bloated faces staring at us with stunned shock. I pointed my rifle at the two, recognizing the one furthest from me as the douchebag from the truck. 




They were well-trained in the art of obedience. With the rifles, combat gear and precision movements it was obvious we were military or police. Their hands went right into the air and their mouths opened and closed with inaudible defensive sounds. No opposition here.




“Down on the ground,” I shouted. They obeyed and Baby and Blake were quickly on them, zip-tying their wrists and pressing guns to the back of their heads just for a bit of psychological reinforcement. Obey or die. This wasn’t our first rodeo.




My head shot up when I heard a weapon discharge. Handgun, small caliber.  It wasn’t one of ours. 




“Hannah.” I motioned for her to follow me and we made our way down the hallway, kicking open door after door. We found a woman cowering in the bathroom. She was an older woman, overweight and unkempt. She had the handgun clutched in her hands which were shaking like a poodle with palsy. She had discharged on accident.




“Put the weapon down!” I yelled.




“Ya gonna shoot me if I do,” she called back her voice wavering, scared.




“We’re not going to shoot you. Put the gun down. You can’t even do any damage to us, we’re all wearing body armor.”




“Are you the police?” She asked, her hand dropping down.




“No ma’am,” Baby said, pushing into the bathroom, grabbing the gun from her hand just as her arm dropped to the floor. She clicked the safety and then under-hand pitched it over to me. I checked the chamber and then pushed it into the waistband of my pants.




Baby pulled on the woman to get her to her feet, which was quite a task, she was being obstinate and had to outweigh Baby by at least a buck. The woman was now sobbing and blubbering. Her dramatics seemed a little forced so I kept the gun trained on her. 




“Get to your fucking feet,” I ordered. 




The woman finally did as she was told. Baby quickly tied her hands behind her and I backed out of the room. Turning, I headed down the hall, Baby pushing the woman behind me. 




Martinez came in, leading another man from the back. He put him on the floor next to the other two. Blake had set up lanterns so the whole room was illuminated and Ito moved the tables out of the way so there was plenty of room to work.




“She’s not here,” Martinez said, meeting my eyes. I had already figured this out, unless they had her stashed somewhere, she wasn't in this house. Or they had dumped her dead body…could not think that way.




“Put the old woman on the sofa, she should get the best view,” I said to Baby. “Martinez, Ito, take watch at the entrances. Let’s get this over with. Blake…

















Twenty | Waterboarding for Dummies

BLAKE

Zach never had the stomach for interrogation, so when he looked over at me I knew what he was asking. Neither one of us had taken point on operations like this when we were in the shit, that was something you left up to the spooks. But, we were almost always on site at any black operations that involved our muscle. As the officer, I was sometimes asked to sit in on monitoring the interrogations to provide clarification. I had never gotten my hands dirty before though. I knew how to do it, had even had it done to me in SERE training. It wasn’t fun. But it didn’t kill you. 




“Sit ‘em up,” I ordered. Zach and Baby pulled on the men until they were on their knees, lined up in front of me, a captive fucking audience. They were scared. I could almost smell it on them, among other things. They all stank, body odor and grease, clothes drenched with so much sweat they smelled like piss. It was rank, they could all use a good bath.




Not one of them had a full set of teeth, or a full head of hair. I had to hold back the urge to just lay into them. What had they done to Alexis? To think that she was forced to come with these men, that they might have done something to her had the rage boiling over inside me. Had they raped her? Had these nasty subpar humans touched her? I slipped my rifle off my arm, just in case I was tempted to use it. I couldn’t kill them, we needed info. We were just assuming they took Alexis. We had to be sure. We had to find out what they did to her. We had to find out where she was. This would take more finesse than bashing heads.




“Last night you took two women from Highway 90. They were driving a white SUV, you took them and left the SUV,” I said it as fact, I wasn’t asking a question, they had to know I knew. 




I looked down at the men for confirmation. None of them could look me in the eye.




“Two women, one short and blonde, the other tall and brunette, both attractive. You brought them to the bait shop a mile from here. We found your other man…the one we saw with you.” I stood in front of the man from our earlier confrontation. “You took the women, where are they?” 




“We didn’t take no women. Lloyd, he got bit, we had to kill him.” 




“What about the other guy, on the road? On the road by the crashed SUV, is that what you do, just leave your men where they fall? Who killed him, did the brunette take out your man, did she kill your friend? Y’all couldn’t even take down a woman without losing someone? Two someones?”




“We didn’t take no women. Let us go, man! We’re just trying to survive!” he hollered. 




“Zach, I need water, fill up anything you got, jugs, just use the marsh water. Hannah, I need a cloth, like a small towel.”  I paced in front of the men while Baby and Zach rounded up what I needed. 




I knelt down in front of my target.




“What’s your name?” I asked as docile as I could force my voice.




“Clem, Clem Cook.” 




“You look like the smartest of this lot, Clem. You know you can just tell me what you did with the women and we’ll go away, leave y’all alone.”




“We didn’t take no women,” he hissed.




“I know you’re lying, Clem, and I don’t know why. Why don’t you just tell us? We’ll go away, leave you…and who is that, your momma? Is that your mom, Clem?” I looked over at the older woman who was glaring at me.




“Yeah, that’s my momma.”




“I bet your momma wants us to go, right Momma?” I asked her.




“Fuck you,” she spat and I smiled, if she would have acted like a scared mother I might have balked, this made things easier. 




“Y’all are fun,” I stood back up.  “You know what isn’t fun?” I asked in general. “Three tours in shithole countries where everyone wants to kill you. Where just saying you’re an American paints a fucking target on your back. Where women and children strap fucking bombs to their bodies and try to give you a fucking hug. But, see, those people, those enemies that tried to kill me…at least they had a fucking reason, a fucking passion and a belief system. I might not have agreed with it…but at least there was a reason. You bunch of lowlifes, what’s your reason? Can’t get a woman that’s not your sister to fuck you? Is that why you took the girls?” I pushed the man next to Clem back with my boot and he fell over awkwardly on his tied hands. 




“Is that what it was? You saw pretty girls and your inbred dicks got hard? Y’all a bunch of rapists?” I asked, my voice still even and moderated even though I was seething inside. 




Zach and Baby came into the room. He had filled a tub with water and put down a large Big Gulp cup next to it. Baby handed me the towel. 




“My boys ain’t rapist, they didn’t touch those girls,” the woman cried.




“Then what the fuck did you do with them?” I screamed. All of them flinched, but said nothing. 




“We know you took them, all you have to do is tell us where they are,” Zach spoke up quietly from the corner of the room. 




“We didn’t take ya women, let us go. You got the wrong group, we ain’t them, man,” the one closest to the door spat. 




“I guess we need to change things up a bit.” I smiled down at them. I don’t know why they were being so obstinate. Maybe they thought if they denied it, we would eventually let them go. Wrong.




I reached down, pushing Clem forward and cutting his zip ties. He pulled his hands from me and instinctively rubbed at his wrists. 




“One last time, Clem…I know you took them. Where are they?”




“Fuck you,” he responded. 




“You keep up with politics, Clem?” I turned and walked away from him, trusting that he would just sit there like the senseless slug he was.




“I don’t vote, this ain…ain’t right…whatcha talking about, ma-ma-man? This is crazy,” he stuttered. 




“Political agendas, that sort of thing. You follow that kind of stuff?”




He just stared up at me stupidly.




“You ever heard of waterboarding? Caused quite a controversy a few years back, all the bleeding hearts pitched a fit, didn’t care much that we were torturing terrorists to get information. Of course, they rejoiced when we killed the bad guys. They just didn’t like how we got the information to kill the bad guys. You ever been waterboarded, Clem?”




“Fuck, no, what the fuck>” He pushed himself off of the floor and Zach was behind him in an instant.




“I’ve been waterboarded, had to in SERE training. Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape, now that was a blast. Wasn’t as bad as some of the other shit they put us through, but it breaks someone quick. Really quick. Humans don’t like to feel like they’re drowning. Hold him down.”




Zach took Clem down with a few quick moves and then threw him on his back, tying his hands in front of him. Baby went to his legs and Zach went to his head. I grabbed the towel and soaked it in the tub of marsh water Zach had brought up. The water stunk of fish, an added bonus. I squeezed the excess water out of the towel and then grabbed the cup, filling it to the brim with the water from the tub. 




I leaned down next to Clem who was now thrashing with Baby and Zach holding him in place. The two other men had pushed back against the sofa and were practically whimpering, staring at us. The situation wasn’t optimal, the subject was usually tied down to a plank. I wouldn’t be able to maintain a steady stream, but I was pretty sure the one cup would be enough. They had no reason to hold onto the information. 




“You see, Clem, the thing about this little brand of torture…it isn’t going to kill you. It’s not even going to leave any lasting marks. None you can see anyway. You ever almost drowned, Clem?” I put the wet cloth over his face, covering his nose and mouth. I waiting for a couple of seconds for him to try and take a breath through the saturated material. He heaved and Baby and Zach held him tight.




I began to pour the water over his face. I didn’t gush it over him in one big burst. I slowly let it pour over his face, as if I was watering a plant. He began to convulse and Zach and Baby held strong, until I had finished pouring out all the water from the cup, then they moved away from him.




He jerked and pulled himself into a fetal position, rolling over to his side, the cloth fell off of his face and he dry heaved, coughing violently as if he was drowning. I went to the tub and filled up the cup again, pleased to hear the sputtering of Clem had turned to sobs, his mother’s wailing joining with him.




“Leave ‘em alone, you bastards,” she wailed.




“Where’s Alexis?” 




I walked over to Clem and Baby grabbed his legs again. 




“What did you do with them, Clem?”




“They’ll kill me,” he moaned. 




“I’m going to kill you, Clem, torture you and then kill you.” I motioned and Zach held his head again. Clem was now sobbing. I grabbed for the towel and placed it over Clem’s face again, but this time the old woman spoke up.




“We sold them. We sold them to the bikers in Lakeview. We were hungry, we needed food. They told us to bring them women,” she moaned. “Let ‘em go, just let ‘em go.” 




“You sold them?” Zach stood to his full height and I grabbed his shoulder before he could do something. 




“We were hungry,” Clem whined from the floor. “And now they’re gonna kill us when they find out we told you!” 




“Clem, those bikers are going to be the least of your worries,” Baby purred, then stood and kicked him hard in the ribs, drawing the Browning she had at her hip. 




“Hannah, stand down,” I ordered and her arm dropped to her side, but her finger was still on the trigger, just as the com clicked on and Martinez’s voice buzzed loud in our ears.




“Um hey kids, we got incoming…”




















Twenty-One | No One’s Property

ALEXIS

I awoke to a gentle shaking and sat up fast, my fist flying. The sound of a woman’s curse had me pulling back my fists and looking around the room in a panic. An older woman stood at the side of the bed looking down at me. She looked hard and not at all pleased with me. 




“So, you’re Brandon’s property now?” she asked in a dispassionate whisper. 




“I’m no one’s property.” 




“So you say, girl. C’mon let’s get you cleaned up. He won’t wake up for hours.” She threw some clothes at me and I gratefully took them. It was a tee and some gym shorts. They would do nothing to protect me from the cold, but I think that was the point. Luckily this building seemed to hold the heat. 




I slid off the bed, the motion making the old bastard grunt and roll over on his side. My whole body ached from the beating he had given me, especially my ribs. I moved my torso to check if there was more damage, but it seemed I was just achy and bruised. I slipped on the clothes the woman had provided. 




She walked to the door and held it open, motioning for me to follow. The place was bright when I walked out of the draped office and I blinked against the stark difference. It must have been early morning because the sun was shining in from the east harshly. 




The counter still had piles of white powder all over it, but most of the men had cleared out. Everyone except the VP. He was clear-eyed and was currently just sitting there watching me as I exited the office. 




There was a nude woman on her knees at his feet and when he saw my eyes go to her, he smiled and grabbed her by her hair, pulling her head back. When she cried out, his smile widened. He fumbled with his pants and forced her head to his crotch where I assumed she began to service him because her head bobbed up and down over his lap, his own hand forcing her down onto him over and over again. 




My hands clenched into fists and my nails dug into my palms. His eyes locked on mine and I recognized pure smug satisfaction there. He liked that it pissed me off, he got off on the sexual gratification and the power he held. Brandon Senior might be a drug-induced lunatic, but his son was a monster. He didn’t even have drugs for an excuse. 




“This way,” the woman said as she led me down toward the back of the store. She pushed through two swinging doors into a storeroom. The doors were equipped with a large padlock which I knew wasn’t standard before Z. This is where they locked up the women. The storeroom was darker, with fewer windows than the shopping area and was full of women. There had to be at least thirty in here. A few sofas were scattered here and there and piles of rags were scattered on the floor with a few items positioned around them. Those must be their beds. Racks of clothes lined the side of the room, they seemed to be the cleanest thing in this rank place.  From the bright colors and filmy fabrics, nothing looked practical. Rows and rows of slut-attire for women treated like nothing more than tools. 




Bile rose in my throat.




There was a large, raised, stainless-steel tub toward the back of the room and a fire burned underneath it. Smoke poured out and filtered to the ceiling which had a makeshift chimney cut out. The smell of wood-smoke and unclean bodies couldn’t be appealing to anyone. I pulled the cloth of tee over my face, but then second guessed myself and pulled it down. I shouldn’t shame these women even more by pointing out the smell.




 There were enough women in this group to come together and take out the bikers. They would only have to combine and join forces. The bikers didn’t have that good of a defense in place to keep a group like this cowed. 




I looked around the room and that quick flare of hope was extinguished. Each face that looked back at me was broken. Eyes were glazed. Faces were slack. These women were broken. Some had the telltale look of addicts, others just looked like beaten dogs. No one met my eyes, no one look offended at my obviously pummeled face. No one stepped up when the old woman pushed me forward toward the tub and I stumbled. 




No one except one girl. 




She was cleaner than the rest. A new addition, maybe? She was half-naked and cleaning herself around the tub.  She grabbed my elbow to steady me as the hag pushed me again. I would have fallen into the water if she hadn’t stopped me. 




I smiled in thanks, but her face remained stoic, no emotions showing. 




“Did he fuck you, girl?” the old woman asked me. She grabbed a washcloth off of a shelf nearby and handed it to me, motioning that I was supposed to clean myself with it. 




“He couldn’t get it up,” I said quietly, not knowing if my confession would anger her or make her happy. Her reaction surprised me. She laughed maniacally and a genuine grin crossed her face. Happy it was.




“Well, then you don’t have to clean that pussy.” Her laughter cut off abruptly and she walked off, with one final parting shot over her shoulder, “Get clean, pick out something to wear and we’ll get you back to Brandon when he’s ready. Better hope he’s loaded, it’ll keep his prick soft, but he’ll take it out on your ass in some way.” She laughed again as she pushed through the doors. “Better you than me.” 

















Twenty-Two | MJ Services

ZACH

I made my way to the front of the house where Martinez was stationed. We were a fucking beacon in the night, the house blazed with lantern light, anyone could have spotted us a mile away. 




Three vehicles were coming up the highway, their bright headlights ominous in the darkness. Three vehicles meant there were at least three of them, probably a lot more. I couldn’t be sure from this distance, but they looked large, SUVs or vans.  We couldn’t keep our hostages in line and defend ourselves from the unknown. This wasn’t going to be good. I should probably just shoot all the hostages. Take them out quickly so we could face this new threat without any extra baggage. We knew where they took Lex, we didn’t need them anymore. It was more than they deserved, a quick death.  




“They might keep going, just pass us by,” I said as I watched the vehicles get closer. I doubted it, but it could happen.




“Blake, put our slavers in a back room, out of sight. Shoot them if they act up,” I ordered and he grabbed Clem from the floor and began forcing him down the hallway. Baby grabbed the old woman by the arm and she went with little resistance. When the other two were locked away in another room, I focused my attention back on the approaching vehicles. 




They had slowed and stopped on the road about a click from us. They had spotted the light. They would either push on and ignore us, or pay a visit. 




“Should we try and encourage them to move along?” Martinez asked. “Warning shot?”




“We don’t know who’s in those cars. They could be just civvies trying to find somewhere to hole up. I don’t want to do anything drastic.”




“What if they’re not friendly?” Blake asked, coming up behind me. 




“We’ll deal with it,” I said flatly. 




The cars had begun moving again and when they got to the turn-off to the camp, they slowed and turned in. Visitors, great. 




“Show of force. I want you, Blake, Martinez and me on the ground. Hannah, cover us from above. Ito, keep an eye on our slavers in the back.”  We descended the steps quickly, rifles at the ready. This night couldn’t get any more eventful. 




It was two black government SUVs, obvious from the numbers on the front, and one State Trooper SUV that pulled into the drive. The vehicles fanned out in front of us, imposing and going for intimidation. We must have looked like some scene out of a movie. The three of us at attention, standing in front of the encroaching Feds. Or people that were trying to look like Feds. Doors popped open and a man stepped out, he was older, and dressed in military fatigues. He raised his hands in a “we come in peace” gesture. 




“Ho! No reason for the armed greeting, we’re just passing through, saw your lights.” 




“Better safe than sorry,” Blake spoke up, taking a step forward. “Where’d you get the gear?” He gestured to the SUVs and the man’s clothes.




“Standard issue, Major Napier, 199th, where’d you get your gear?”




“eBay,” Blake said flatly. 




“Heard the 199th had hightailed it out of here when the twin-span was overrun,” I spoke up. 




“We’re what’s left. I got ten under my command and a few troopers.” He glanced up and clocked Hannah on the porch. “Y’all seem like you got your shit together and not just from internet shopping.”




“Why’d you stop?” I was done with small talk, I wanted to know this guy’s intentions. 




“Curiosity and we’re looking for a group in this area, thought you could point us in the right direction.”




“There ain’t nothing out here,” Blake said. 




“That’s not what we’ve been hearing.” He made a motion with his hand and someone got out of the second SUV. The person came forward to stand next to Napier dressed in the typical Army digital camouflage uniform, just like the Major, but much slighter. I couldn’t see with the glare of the headlights but I was pretty sure it was a female. She said something inaudible to the Major. 




“We were told there was a well-equipped group of survivors out here, most of which were former military, and I’m thinking we found them. Y’all wouldn’t happen to be MJ Services?”

















Twenty-Three | Murphey’s Law

BLAKE

“Murphey, is that you?” I looked up at Baby who was leaning over the railing like she had just spotted her long lost cousin. 




“Hannah Klink, I knew you’d survive this shit.” Baby shouldered her rifle and made her way down the stairs. 




“I did Ranger school with Murphey, we were the only females in that class,” she whispered in the com. “She’s legit. Helo Pilot from SOAR. She went guard after her last tour. Last time I checked in she was doing a stint as a helo instructor up at Bragg.” 




“We’re what’s left of MJ Services,” I spoke up, hopefully ending this tension. We had other things to worry about than this stand-off.  “I’m Captain Blake Miller, 2nd Marine Raider Battalion.” 




“A Devil Dog, damn.” He stuck out his hand and walked with purpose toward me. I took his hand and shook it after shouldering my rifle. He put a little extra bite into the shake to try and put me in my place. When I bit back, he winced, but his face broke out into a smile as if I passed some test. “We didn’t know what hell we would find out here.” 




“Who else you got in the vehicles?” I asked. 




He motioned and doors popped open. I counted five in total, two dressed in civilian clothes, another one in fatigues and two others in the polyester uniforms of the Louisiana State Troopers.




“Why are you looking for us?” Zach asked. 




“This one here,” he motioned to Murphey, “Ran into a group coming from the east, said they had run into a group acting like a military unit, and mentioned a female named Hannah that took down more of the infected than the men and was mean as hell.”




“I knew Klink had been working for MJ Services before the shit and y’all had some kind of operational base down here. Figured we would come and see if you were willing to get Uncle Sam back in working order,” Heather Murphey added.




“There’s an operating government?” Zach asked. 




“Yes, nothing like before, but there is a body in place in the central part of the country. We’re intermittently receiving orders from Fort Bragg. Our current orders are to establish control in the city and hold tight. We’re scheduled for reinforcements at the end of the month.” 




“Not much as far as orders,” I scoffed.




“We were doing that anyway,” he shrugged. “And if they can get reinforcements, we’ll be even better.”




“Where in New Orleans? Heard the FEMA camp the Guard was manning got overrun and is now being held by a gang of bikers.” I played dumb. 




“That was the 139th, poor bastards, they were set-up for disasters, not defending against the living.” The Major shook his head in frustration. “We’re outgunned and outnumbered, Miller. Can I call you Miller?” He looked up and I nodded.  




“I’m just trying to get things right for my men. When I heard there was a group of ex-SOFs hiding out in the swamp out here, I just had to see for myself. Not to mention, they got that manufacturing warehouse out here which is stock full of vehicles and weaponry, thought we could use a bit of gear upgrade. We want to take back the Lakeview base. It’s tactically and strategically optimal and we can’t let a bunch of leather-clad fuck-wits get away with killing our Army brothers. We want to take them out ASAP.” 




I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Long and loud. I had forgotten completely about Textron, the manufacturer he mentioned. Zach and I had even provided them with tactical support when they got in a few black list shipments. They had marine and land vehicles in the hundreds, equipped with the latest and best shit, not to mention the combat gear. Holy fuck. You could supply an Army with what Textron had in its warehouses. 




“Did I say something funny, Captain?” The Major was looking at me sternly. 




“You need help taking down Lakeview? You stumbled down the right path. If you want, we can leave now.” 

















Twenty-Four | You Say Tomato

ALEXIS

I sidled up to the tub of water. It was cleaner than I expected, but that wasn’t saying much. The water was lukewarm and I felt like I was putting more stink on than I was washing away as I rubbed at the grit, but it would do. The women washing with me ranged in age from the very young teen to the middle aged. They all looked haggard. The woman that had helped me earlier shot a quick look at me and pushed a bit closer. 




“Brandon Senior really claimed you as his property?” the woman whispered, handing me a bar of soap that was barely a sliver. 




“Yes,” I whispered back. I didn’t know why we were whispering. There was no one around us but other women. Would they rat us out to the men? 

 

“He does so much meth, he can’t ever get it up,” she whispered. “You’re lucky. He took it out on you though.” She reached out and touched my face lightly. I must be sporting one hell of a shiner judging from the pitying gaze she gave me.




“I’m Melinda,” she said, taking the washcloth from me and running it across my cheek, a startling act of compassion in a very cold environment. She was a little older than me and from what I could tell, attractive, but bags under her eyes and a starved look to her cheeks and body made her look so much older. Her hair looked to be a reddish color and hung limply down her back. She had pale skin and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. She was thin, too thin, and only a few inches shorter than me, but most girls were. 




“Alexis,” I said back. 




“Senior doesn’t like to be talked back to or mocked. He doesn’t even take anything from his own men. Just stay quiet and let him get high and you’ll be fine. He keeps a woman in his bed every night, but from what I know from the other girls, he has never been able to get it up. If he’s marked you as property that means no one else can have you. He did you a favor.” She looked like she was telling me great news. What was worse? A good beating or being raped?




“Has he claimed a lot of girls as property?” I asked, not knowing if I really wanted to know, but I asked anyway.




“Two others before you. He goes for the prettiest and the youngest, but we age quickly here. He’s one of the guys the girls fight for, they’ll be jealous he nabbed you. They want Rebel and Mace too, just so you know…those are the ones that are nice.”




“Are you…err someone’s property?” I asked feeling self-conscious.




“No, but Rebel picks me a lot,” she whispered close to my ear. “He doesn’t want to have sex, he just lets me sleep. Some of the girls think he’s gay. Wash up, this’ll be your only chance. The water will go cold and dirty before long.” 




I followed her lead and stripped out of the tee and shorts that the old woman had given me. It was freezing in here, so I moved quickly, scrubbing myself as fast as I could with the tiny sliver of soap and washcloth. 




“What happened to the other girls before me?” I asked.




“He got tired of the first one and she’s back with us, she has a mouth on her. You gotta stay quiet, he hit her a lot. The second one died of an overdose only two days ago. You can’t do the meth, no matter how shitty it gets in here.” She looked at me gravely. 




“I won’t be doing any drugs, don’t worry about that. I need to get out of here,” I said plainly.




“We all do, there’s too many of them and they’re all armed. A few have tried, they’re all dead.”




“There has to be a way.” I knew there was a way. There had to be. Lani made it out, and if she could do it, I could do it. 




“If you find one, don’t forget us back here.” She didn’t say it with any confidence though, just like it was some girl’s silly dream. This was a woman that had accepted her fate and was trying her best to deal with it. There wasn’t any fight left in her, she was surviving the best she could. I couldn’t fault her for it, but I could do my damnedest to make her realize that this wasn’t her fate, that there was hope.




I reached down and squeezed her hand and she lightly squeezed mine back. 




“Go, get yourself an outfit. Senior likes slutty, the sluttier the better. If you dress like he likes, he’ll be less likely to make you take it off. But, you’ll have some time. They won’t come for you until the evening. Usually, anyway.”




I did what she said, selecting something sheer and short and grabbing some ridiculous pair of heels that matched. I didn’t put the clothes on though, I dressed in the tee and shorts and followed Melinda back to her area of rags and soggy cardboard boxes. 




“What’s it like out there?” she asked me when I sat down next to her. “You’re the first new girl in a long time.”




“It’s not as scary as it was when this all started, but probably because I’ve gotten used to it. There are still tons of Z’s, but they’re slow and dumb and easy to evade. It’s the packs that are tricky.”




“Z’s?” She asked.




“Yeah, short for zombies. What do you call them?”




“Biters. That’s what they call them here. We called them infected when I was out there, with my family. I guess zombie makes sense, though.” She shrugged, pulling a brush from under a layer of cardboard and began running it through her fine hair. I winced as I saw how much was coming out. She glanced at the brush and frowned. Her hair looked like it had once been beautiful and vibrant, a flash of bright color in a sea of grass and mud colored compatriots. Now, it was a dull orange, almost brown. 




“This isn’t how it has to be. The place I live, my home, it was secure, and the men, they were good. I’m going to get out of here and get back to our compound. You can help me and we can get out together. You can come with me,” I whispered.




Her frown deepened and she looked up and met my eyes. “I don’t know if I can, Alexis. They…it’s bad, but they feed us and keep the biters away. If you try and escape, they kill you…but not before…well, it’s bad.” 




“This isn’t how it should be, I have to try.”




“Then good luck to you, but I don’t know if you’ll be able to get any help. No one wants to piss the men off. Now, I’m going to try and get some sleep, the daytime is the only time they really let you be.” She laid down on her bed of rags and closed her eyes, her breath slipped into a rhythmic pace in only a few short minutes. 




How she could sleep that quickly was beyond me. There would be no sleep for me.

















Twenty-Five | Positive Reinforcements

ZACH

How do you explain to a superior officer that you are holding civilians in a house for interrogation purposes? It was hard and I thought he might draw at some point, but by the time we let him in the house he was only slightly wary. He still looked uncomfortable when he stepped over the threshold with his men at his back, but we had dished it straight. 




If they turned on us, we were screwed.




“I want to see them,” he said quickly. 




“Follow me.” I led him down the hall and opened the door.  The group was strewn around the room. Some were sitting on the bed, the old lady had her back to the corner. Clem was curled up in a ball at the foot of the bed. 




The Major crossed the floor and pushed at Clem with his boot. Clem rolled over and looked up at the Major. He was still a little out of it.




“Heard you like to kidnap and sell women, son,” the Major said flatly. 




“We doing what we got to survive, where was you military men when this shit happened months ago? You ain’t here, ain’t no one here. We did what we had to do,” one of the men said from the bed. “We take care of ourselves and suddenly y’all knocking on our door with your guns. We were starving. We did what we had to do to eat.”




The Major looked at me and he couldn’t disguise his disgust. He pushed out of the room and closed the door, patting Martinez, who was guarding the door, on the back. 




“Y’all have more restraint than I would have in this situation. You’re positive they took them to Lakeview?” he asked.




“Positive,” I replied. “It’s the only place they could have brought them. They have a couple of cases of MREs in the back of the car, disaster supply cases. They sold my…my, they sold the women for a couple cases of MREs.” I stumbled over the thought of Lex being bartered for a few cases that the National Guard would have gladly handed out before Z. 




“Well, looks like we showed up at just the right time, seems we got something in common.”




“What’s that?” I asked the Major.




“We both want to take out this group of worthless pricks that calls themselves a biker gang.” 




“Oorah sir,” I agreed.




“Well, Marine, let’s do a little recon then.” 

















Twenty-Six | They All Die

ALEXIS

“Senior’s property, get your ass in gear,” the old woman screeched. 




I stood and put on the clothes that I had picked out. The heels were insane, but they were the only ones available to wear that were in my size. 




The woman held the door open and motioned for me to follow her out of the room. I hadn’t worn heels since before Z and I wobbled my way back to the front office, the old woman pulling me along like a child. The bikers looked like they were just getting up and moving, yawning and moving things around. 




The woman hissed under her breath, “You will do whatever he asks you to, you got that? Anything. If he says jump around like a little school girl, you do it. If you don’t, he’ll get pissed and take it out on all of us. You are his toy, his property, you ain’t got no rights. While he’s doing his business, your job is to just sit there and look pretty, fetch him his drink or his food. You understand, girl?”




I nodded glumly. I wasn’t looking forward to my new job.




She sat me down on a sofa that was pushed against the counter and I was told to be quiet and only speak when spoken to. So, I did. When Senior finally came out of the office to join the gang, he made a show of pawing at me and regaling his group about how he had fucked me senseless the night before and then given me the shiner that I was now sporting. 




They all laughed. The pigs. They all leered. They would all die.





















Twenty-Seven | Epileptic Poodle

BLAKE

The plans were rudimentary at best. Set up shop in the high school across the street from the gang, spy on the gang, and attack when ready. This was the Major’s brilliant plan. Zach and I wanted to just go in guns blazing, but the Major was more cautious and since he had more men to provide, we were letting him semi-lead this operation. 




We would have to come up the back way, along I-10 so we would avoid detection. The goal was to drive in from the east and park the vehicles at the church right near the Canal Boulevard exit ramp, where the rest of the Troopers and Guard were holed up, waiting for orders. Then we would hump it from I-10 to Robert E. Lee, a good ten blocks, to the high school. Assess and attack when ready.




I personally thought we had enough manpower and guns to take on a full-frontal assault, but the Guard boys just looked at me like I was an overeager Jarhead. Fucking Army. Typical. 




I needed to kill something soon or I was going to crack. I couldn’t believe the rednecks were still alive and holed up in the guest room. They should be dead. They would be dead if the Major hadn’t shown up. These people showed up at the worst time possible, ten minutes later and every single one of those redneck motherfuckers would have had head wounds as decoration. 




I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. When I looked up, I noticed Zach’s eyes were on me. The adrenaline and stress did crazy things to your body, and if I didn’t find an outlet soon I would be useless. Can’t fucking fight the good fight when you’re shaking like an epileptic poodle. 




“We’ll head out at first light. I know you’re on a timeline to get those girls out of there, but I would love to check out Textron. We’ll have enough hardware to equip a small Army if we go in there,” the Major said. 




“We need to get them out, now. To play it straight with you, we head out with or without you,” I said.




“You’d go in there alone?” he asked.




“Before you showed up, that was the plan.” 




“What is the plan for the captives? You plan on killing them?”




“What else would you have us do?  We let them go, they do it again. I can’t lock them up, I can’t let them go. Apocalypse justice. If I came upon a group like this in the Sandbox, we’d take them all out. They’re tainted and have no remorse for selling females for food.  They’ll do it over and over again. I don’t give two fucks if the human race is on the extinction list…there are some genes that shouldn’t propagate.”  By the end of my tirade I knew I had gone a little too far, but the Major didn’t seem fazed. In fact, he was almost nonchalant about it, patting me on the shoulder and walking over to one of his men that I hadn’t been introduced to.




“Not the woman though, just the men,” he called over to me and I was willing to concede. I could deal with this. The woman was as good as dead anyway, without the men to protect her, she would be zombie chow in a few days. 




The man he was talking to grabbed two other members of the Guard and they headed back into the house. They came down ten minutes later, their guns drawn, leading the three men out, the woman trailing behind. 




“Are you letting us go?” the woman’s shrill voice questioned. No one spoke or answered her question.




The Major walked over to the group once they were on flat ground. He pulled the woman to the side, sitting her down on the steps of the camp. 




“Now, all four of you have been accused of human trafficking, kidnapping and just being straight-up sacks of shit. In this world, the closest you’re gonna come to a judge is me. I find every one of you guilty, or guilty by association. Line ‘em up. The sentence is death.” He looked over at the soldiers. “And for you ma’am,” he looked at the woman, “I know you are just as guilty as your boys, but I’m not gonna have my men shoot a woman. You are sentenced to watch your men die and then charged to survive, alone. I think that’s justice enough. Petra, Webb, Lafanure, you can handle this?” He looked at the soldiers surrounding him. All three nodded. “James, Miller, get ‘em ready if you want to join the party.”  He motioned for us to join the firing squad. 




I stepped forward and brought my M4 forward. The woman began wailing. The Guards stepped back, lining up with Zach and me. When the men realized what was about to go down, they all began to panic. Just as the first one made a break for it, we opened fired. It was like shooting fish in a bucket. 




Post-Z death row. 




I didn’t feel any better. I wouldn’t feel better until I laid eyes on Alexis.

















Twenty-Eight | Engage

ZACH

I felt no remorse as the last bullet left my gun. They deserved death, there was nothing else for them. 




I watched as the Major untied the woman and she ran to the dead bodies of her fallen men. They protected her, no matter how screwed up their priorities were, she was going to die without them. 




“I hate you!” she screamed at us as we stood around, watching the drama unfold. The only one that I saw turn away was Jimmy. I guess we were all too desensitized to be affected by her emotional reaction. We left her there on the ground, the bodies around her. Jimmy went and grabbed our SUV. He would ride back to the compound with Ito, the rest of us would ride in with the Guard. 




 It took us an hour to make it to City Park. It was a chore getting there, especially in the dark and through the neighborhoods that were teeming with the dead. Packs of zombies roamed the streets like dogs. They weren’t in huge groups, but enough to stop us and make us go around each time. By the time we got to City Park, the large park that separated Lakeview from the fairgrounds area, there was only one path to take. We had to go straight through the forested area on an overgrown road, in the dark. This was going to be interesting.  The park was densely vegetated with immense amounts of oak trees that covered the road and blocked out any light. The undergrowth between the trees was now overrun with weeds and creeping kudzu and bush killers vines. The thick vines were now dead in the winter, and they fell, dead and clawing at the SUVs. This area of the park was used mainly for conservation and hiking and wasn’t usually very populated. Now it was downright creepy. 




The vegetation was overgrowing most of the narrow roads that ran through the park and even though we were in SUVs, we couldn’t go too fast and risk hitting a hidden obstacle. We could barely make out where the road ended and the underbrush began.




On two different occasions we had to exit the vehicle to move some sort of obstruction out of the way. There were fallen branches and debris scattered everywhere that looked almost staged. Probably another defense for the bikers. 




At about the halfway mark, we encountered a large pack that was heading west through the park. When the lights of the vehicles outlined them, they all turned as one and began to shuffle in our direction. There had to be at least fifty of the fuckers.




“We can’t go around,” the Major called over the radio.




“We have to engage, no gun fire, blades only,” I said in return. As if as one, the doors opened in the motorcade and ten soldiers and officers slipped out, their blades drawn. I was carrying one large combat Bowie and Alexis’s tactical tomahawk, which I had come to really enjoy using. 




The first one was close. I swung with the tomahawk, slicing across its face, but not taking it out. With an overhand chop, the tomahawk entered its brain and the zombie fell. There was very little blood spray, these were rotten Z’s. Old. They stunk of decay and feces, the cloying scent thick and oppressive in this dark landscape. The next zombie was jockeying up to me before the other one collapsed completely. It was the perfect height, so I stabbed it with my Bowie, jamming the 14-inch blade through its soft skull with little resistance.




Two down. 




The third was a female. She had the distended belly of a pregnant woman. She even waddled and from what I could tell was wearing only undies. I thought I saw her belly move, exposed as it was, but it could have been a trick of the light. I was relying solely on the shine of the headlights. She fell easily, she was tiny, except for her large belly and the tomahawk went easily through her rotten skull. 




The good thing about old zombies- they were softer, a little more squishy and easier to stab. 




I saw the belly move once again and tried not to think too hard about what was in there as I impaled her stomach with the bowie knife. 




Did that count as five?




It felt good to fight. It felt good to have a purpose that didn’t require planning or politics. All this required was my baser instincts. I was good with baser instincts. Each zombie that I took down got me one step closer to Alexis. 




By the time the fight was over, the ground was littered with the bodies of the dead. We stood over them panting, a few of the new soldiers high-fived each other. A few less dead out there to cause chaos. 




We got back into the vehicles and since they blocked our path, we rolled over the dead. The squish and crunch of the bodies were almost sickeningly rewarding. Job well done. 

















Twenty-Nine | Dumb and Quiet

ALEXIS

The amount of drugs and liquor the bikers consumed was staggering. The fact that they didn’t curl up on the floor and die of an overdose was disheartening. Give me a few glasses of liquor and I was puking up my guts. Wasn’t there any divine justice in this world? Who the fuck was I kidding? The divine had made the dead rise and feast on the living…justice was for the naive. 




The group that hung around the all mighty leader, Senior, were all the higher-ups in the club. From what I could tell, ruling class meant you got to hang around with the president and fuck-off, no manual labor needed. 




After about an hour of drug use and the occasional lewd shared story, a few new faces began to trickle in. From what I could tell, various members would report the comings and goings of the civilians that the gang had working as glorified slave labor. They also ventured randomly outside of the camp and went on scavenging trips throughout the neighborhood, but it didn’t happen often from what I gathered from the conversations. The club seemed to be living mainly off of the grocery store’s remains and the MREs the National Guard had brought in.  And of course, the trade items that civilians would bring in for a bit of one-on-one action with the women.




The club members that didn’t have enough clout to hang out inside the store and do drugs seemed to be less inebriated than the leaders. From what I gathered, they weren't full-on members yet, or had just recently joined and were trying to push up the ranks and acting like guards. Why they put up with this bullshit was beyond me, but I assumed it was about protection and food. 




The general members also seemed to have to pay for their drugs and girls, mostly from scavenged items. But a part of their scavenged haul also had to go to the main camp. So, when they came in with a haul, they had to fork over a major portion, and then the remaining supplies had to be used for luxury trade. It seemed like a losing game on the part of the “have-nots” but they stuck around and they kissed ass. Especially when it came to Senior’s ass.




Most of the civilians and lower members of the club came in for the drugs. One did trade for a girl and I watched as a choice of four were brought out for his inspection. He picked his favorite and then moved on to one of the enclosed, tarp areas that were used for a community bunk. I hoped they changed the sheets regularly. 




For most of the evening it was only club members that entered the store, so I came to the conclusion that the civilians, what the bikers called cagers, weren’t allowed to roam free. 




As the day wore on, a man in street clothes who didn’t wear the leather and patches that denoted a biker, entered the store. This was the first citizen that they actually allowed in and treated with respect. He hauled a large box to the office area and placed it on the floor at Senior’s feet.




“Got some good shit today,” the man said. 




Senior rose from his seat and took the man into his office, giving him a resounding slap on the back as he hauled the box up again. They stayed in Senior’s office for at least an hour.  When they exited, Senior directed him to the back and told him he could have his pick of the room. Must have been something awesome in that box. 




After this first man came and went, a few more trickled in looking for trades. They were from groups that lived close, but didn’t live within the base. Some would have goods that Senior wanted, others were sent away wanting. I stayed alert through the entire day. I noted that the guards on the door switched out every four hours and would make a beeline to the pile of white powder after their shift, as if this was their reward. I watched as the guards went on shift even if they had been drinking or doing drugs beforehand and they were often distracted by the girls or the partying of the other men. 




From what I could tell, meth was the drug of choice and would keep them up and buzzed for hours, but they loved to chase it with alcohol and they were constantly popping pills to bring them down. I assumed they were Ambien, Oxy, or Valium to counter the pumped up effects of the meth and smooth out the comedown. These were professional drug users and Senior encouraged their habits as if to justify his own gluttonous using. 




I played dumb and quiet. 




When their eyes began to glaze over and the night grew long, the lamps were turned on high and Senior pulled me into his room. 




This time, I didn’t laugh when his flaccid dick failed to react to my forced nudity. This time, I whimpered and played the helpless female. This time he didn’t hit me, he grabbed a bottle of bourbon and chugged it like it was water. He pumped his dick until finally he gave up and fell down next to me, passed out cold. For about an hour I lay awake, the tears streaming down my cheeks, freezing as I lay nude next to a man that was the epitome of what was wrong with humanity. I was afraid to move, afraid to wake him up, scared that he would rouse and this time he would be able to achieve an erection, or take it out on me again with his fists. 




Every sound that penetrated the walls of the office had me flinching and I was nauseous from the smell of the man next to me and the pungent smell of liquor.




A strong handsome face flashed through my vision and all I could do was push it away, only to be replaced with another…forcing the tears to come harder. I couldn’t think about them. It would push me over the edge. I couldn’t even think their names. I would only think about them when I was making my way out of this shithole. I would call their names when I saw their faces in real life. When I felt their strong arms around me. Not now. Now I could only think about one thing: escape.




As Senior's snores got louder, I slipped out of bed and crawled around on the disgusting floor, pawing through dirty clothes and spilled drinks until I found his recent outfit and with it one of the knives he kept on him at all times. I also found the box that the man had brought in earlier. There were a few shotguns in it, and one handgun. I couldn’t take the risk of taking these tonight, but I could keep the knife. He wouldn’t notice the knife. Hopefully. 




I wanted to go over to the bed, stand over him and plunge the blade into his throat, into his chest. I wanted to watch as it buried to the hilt in his flesh. But I didn’t. I slipped back into the bed and I placed the knife under the mattress, on my side. It was where I could reach it easily. It was there. It would be used soon. But not yet. Now I had to make a plan. 

















Thirty | Eradication is the Goal

BLAKE

I was pumped and ready as we crossed the Orleans Canal on Harrison Avenue and turned the lights of the vehicles off, effectively sneaking into Lakeview. There were only a few blocks left to travel to get to the church. We didn’t want to take the main street, too conspicuous and we didn't know if the bikers were running patrols this far. We turned down Argonne Avenue and headed into the surrounding neighborhood streets. 




Before Z the streets of Lakeview were a mess of potholes that could take out a vehicle with one misstep. Now, without maintenance, it was like off-roading. We slowly made our way through the dark streets, the monstrous houses that were once home to pretty little families, with 1.5 children, a dog and a big fat mortgage, stared down at us. Their lawns were overgrown, the gardens that were meticulously maintained before Z, with their boxwoods all perfectly aligned and trimmed, were now a mess of vines and tall grass, burnt and wilted from the hard winter. 




Even in this darkness I could see the houses were being taken over by the fast-growing vines that crawled up the stucco, pushing through anything in its path. These hastily built houses would be piles of rubble in a few years. Mother Nature had a way of taking back the land.




We pulled into a parking lot and cut the engines off. I saw a flash of light in the window and the Major flashed his lights three times in answer. The door pushed open and everyone quickly exited the vehicles and made their way into the church. 




I had become the Major’s point of contact for the group and he went straight for me and dragged me into the depths of the church without a backward glance for the rest of the team. He introduced me to people as we passed, but I couldn’t remember their names the moment they were out of my sight. He had a large group here. Finally, he had me standing in front of a female trooper and he introduced her as Trooper Tammi Ryan. She seemed to be the one in charge of the police, where Major was in charge of the Army. She also seemed to know more about the operation than the Major. Typical Army. 




After our introductions were over, she broke it down, what they had learned about the abandoned refugee camp, its new leaders and the traffic that went in and out of there every day. They hadn’t gotten close enough to set up a permanent observation post, but they knew a little about their behaviors. It helped that she was also familiar with the MC from police investigations PreZ. 




“We know there are about thirty of them that wear the patches of the gang. It’s the Southern Clan group that has been active in New Orleans since the 60s. Bunch of lowlifes, if you ask me,” Tammi said. “Racists, drug dealers and they don’t even try and act respectable like some of the other outlaw MCs.” 




“Are they prior military?” I asked since most MCs are known to recruit from prior service members.  The first clubs were started by World War II veterans who couldn’t settle into normal civilian life. 




“Some, but mostly the older members. The younger ones are usually just legacy, they wouldn’t know patriotism if it bit them on their asses. Granted, the President’s son did serve in the Army for two years, and I think they have one or two others that might be current Actives. It was a large group PreZ, but they’ve lost a lot of members.  Brandon Junior, the son, served one tour in Afghanistan and was given a dishonorable for selling drugs to his unit members. Nice piece of work, again. But he's got combat experience. We had full dossiers on him before the infection and this apocalypse seems to have brought out his leadership qualities.”




“Do you know how supplied they are?” I asked.




“No, we haven’t gotten that close. We had planned on sending in a few of the soldiers, dressed as survivors wanting to trade. They let in civilians, if they come for trade, especially if they have weapons or alcohol,” Tammi shared.




“We need to get close, now, there is no more time.” 




“We shouldn’t rush these things. The more intel we have, the more of an impact we can make.” 




“We’re not here to gather intel, we’re here to act. They took someone who is really important to me and I won’t stop until she’s safe. Right now there is no question that she’s being abused and I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, until I know she’s out of that hellhole.” Tammi was nodding at my diatribe, but she didn’t look convinced. 




“A bit of information on their behaviors and patterns could mean the difference between a successful mission and a failure. Please, give us some time to assess and get their schedule down so we can strike at the most opportunistic moment.”




“The more time we waste, the more time they have with Alexis. I can’t allow that to happen. I would do anything to get her out of there,” I said emphatically, but Tammi wasn’t having it. She could understand my stance, or I hoped she could, but she wasn’t going to budge. She wasn’t going to sacrifice her men for my cause. 




“I understand, but I can’t risk my men,” she said sadly.




“I’m not asking you to risk your people. We were going to do this, help or no help. This wouldn’t be the first time we went into a situation outnumbered.” I laughed, but there was no feeling to it. Most of the ops I had been involved in we were outnumbered and outgunned. But never out-trained. The men and women that were on our teams were the best of the best and Zach and I had recruited the same caliber of soldier for our company. We didn’t settle for a B-Team. 




“We also don’t want you to compromise our mission,” Tammi said, this time letting her true issue with our plan come to light. She was afraid we would go in, start some shit and leave her group to clean up the mess. She didn’t know me, she didn’t know Zach. 




“What is your mission?” I asked.




“Reestablish control over Lakeview.”




“Will you be arresting this group?” I asked sarcastically.




“We don’t have any type of holding cells in place, or prison guards for that matter. If they surrender, we’ll figure out what to do with them, but at the moment the goal is eradication.” 




“We have the same goal. My team is highly trained, skilled in eradication,” I smiled, but again there was no glee behind my smile. 




“Don’t screw this up for us, Captain. Marine or not, you can’t take on this entire group,” Tammi said, a hard edge in her voice. 




“You don’t know that many Marines, do you?”




“I know too many Marines, Captain.” 




“Now you’re just being ugly, Trooper Ryan. I’m pretty sure you’ve never met a Marine Raider. We know how to get the job done.”




“You’re going to screw this up for us, aren’t you?”




“Wouldn’t dream of it.” 




“You’re a bad liar, Captain. Do what you want, but when you fuck it up, I’m not sending anyone to rescue you.” 




“Don’t worry, officer…wouldn’t dream of asking for help.”




“Now, wait a minute, I want to do this with you, Captain,” the Major finally chimed in, backing me. “Ryan, I know you don’t want to risk your troopers, but I plan on establishing a surveillance station at the school.  It’ll help our mission. Maybe with this group going in it’ll show us their weaknesses, how they react.”




“It’ll put them on guard. They’ll draw back, reinforce their ranks. None of this sits well with me,” she said.




“We’re going in, we’re getting her out,” I said as plain as I could get it.  




“I’m not going to risk any of my men, volunteers only, but I’m going with you.” The Major slapped me on the back and we both looked over at Tammi. She shook her head but looked resigned. 




“I have a feeling this is going to blow up in our faces,” she sighed. 




“For all our sakes, I hope you’re wrong,” I responded.

















Thirty-One | Adios Amigo

ZACH

Blake came down from the loft scowling, followed by a female State Trooper and the Major. 




“The head statie doesn’t want us going in,” he said in greeting.




“That ain’t her choice to make.” 




“That’s what I said. The Major said he’s coming and asking for volunteers.”




“I’m down,” Heather Murphey said as she walked up with Baby at her side. “It’s been boring as hell around here, this is the most action I’ve seen in weeks.”




“You ain’t right,” Baby coughed out a laugh.




“I got one more volunteer, and we can head out when you’re ready,” the Major said as he joined us. 




“The sooner the better,” I replied. “I’m not comfortable here.” I looked around at all the troopers. They were eying us warily. We were all on the same team, but their goal was a lot different than ours. I couldn’t care less about Lakeview. Until I got Alexis back in my arms, she was the number one, hell, the only priority.




We left on foot an hour later. We suited up in our hillbilly armor, packs on our backs, quiet weapons at the ready. I felt like I was back in basic, all my shit on my back, running around in the dark like a pack of assholes. 




We were joined by the Major, Heather Murphey and a guardsman, Alphonso Lopez. Our team consisted of me, Martinez, Baby, Romeo and Blake. We had five hours before dawn and plenty of time to make it to the school, which would be our FOB. 




I set the pace at a fast jog, trying to stay alert and avoid potholes, zombies and the unidentified living. Zombies were a rare sight in the area. The bikers must be culling the herd in this area, but we did have a good tussle every now and again. They didn’t put up that much of a fight anymore. When a person first transitioned, they were faster, more aggressive and their bones were harder to break. A zombie’s decomposition was slower than a corpse, but it was still decomposing. They became slower, the older they were, and their bodies bloated and full of gas and liquids. It was easier to dispatch one with a knife and their bones broke easier. They even lost balance easier as their bodies broke down.




The ones that shambled to us were in a sorry state. Their legs were broken and they shambled over to us, dragging limbs, parts falling off. They were quickly taken out by blades and left in the street to rot. 




We made it to the school with four hours to spare. The structure was impressive, three stories of brown brick, seemingly untouched by the chaos. The bushes were a bit overgrown, the weeds were taking over the parking lot, but overall it could have been just another old New Orleans structure, the gothic look impressive and imposing. 




“My granddaughter went here,” the Major huffed into the com, he wasn’t used to the brutal pace we set. “We can gain access through the gym, which is the farthest structure from the camp. There should be a back door that we can access on the other side of those bushes.” He headed directly for the school, pushing through the overgrown bushes. I wanted to yell for him to slow down, but he was on a mission and his rank had him acting like he was in charge. 




The gate was open and the place was a ghost town, which was great for us. We all pushed through and followed the Major. He seemed to know where to go. He went to a door in the back of the building and we filed into what seemed to be locker rooms, but it was hard to tell in the gloom. The rooms were odd, low-ceilings gave me the impression that it was built for much smaller humans and the old lockers that lined the walls were very outdated. The room was pitch black and we clicked on our flashlights to show the way. 




The Major moved quickly through the room, making for doors on the other side of the room without slowing his pace.  I hissed for him to slow down, but he only paused for a second. This dark, dank room was claustrophobic and I had to shake the urge to run in the opposite direction. The smell of mold and musk was strong. I could almost taste it in the back of my throat. As we went deeper into the dark room, I splashed through puddles on the floor and the unmistakable sound of dripping water filtered through the noise we were making. A pipe must be leaking somewhere in here. 




“This is the gym up ahead, the school is on the other side of the gym. We should probably go to the third floor for a bird’s eye view of the biker camp.” The Major spoke quickly as he was pushing through the double doors that separated the locker room from the gym. I knew he had made a mistake the moment the doors swung forward and the smell of the dead wafted back at us. 




“Shit, there’s hundreds of them, hundreds!” he screamed and turned. He forced his way into the locker room, but the doors weren’t the type that locked shut, they swung back and forth, like the kind of doors you would find in a store. It was an all-girls school, they must not need high-security in the locker rooms. 




The dead began pouring through the doors. He was right, there were hundreds. We were going to be trapped in a cramped, dark room with hundreds of dead teenage girls. They were all dressed alike in their brown and white checkered uniform skirts. Each one had thin, white, collared shirts, some pristine, others matted with blood or ripped open. They all wore black and white saddle shoes and most were coated in the blood of their classmates, chunks of viscera hanging from their laces. It was the most disturbing sight of my life. 




Zombies with braces and big hair bows with their initials embroidered on them were going to haunt me for weeks. I would never again think the Catholic school girl kink was sexy…never again. They shuffled toward us, their skinny legs pushing them forward, desperate to eat us alive. They were in better condition than the ones outside, kept away from the elements…they were faster, more solid. If we made it out of this alive, I would be surprised. 




The Major fell first, five of the girls were on him when he fell back through the doors. They pulled him to the ground as he screamed for our help. He tried to slash at them with his knife, but it was useless. I tried to reach for him, but the zombies were falling into the room, pushing past the scene on the ground. I would be eaten alive if I stayed to help. I began backing up quickly. I watched as one leaned down and ripped his cheek open. I drew my firearm, but I couldn’t shoot. The bikers would hear, they would know we were close. I couldn’t fire. But if I didn’t there would be no way out of this.




“Back outside,” Blake yelled into the com and we fell back. My eyes were locked on the Major as his flesh was being torn away from his face. His entire body was well covered in armor and clothes, except for his face. The zombies pushed and fought with each other to get to his face as they took bite after bite, ripping the flesh from him. 




The tide of zombie teens kept coming. They surged forward within the tight quarters, completely blocking our escape route. There was nowhere to go but the showers, to the back of the building. We were all going to die. 




I withdrew two of my knives, gripped them tightly in my hands and began to slice and stab. If I was going down, I was going down fighting. 




“Here,” Baby called, yanking me back and pushing me toward a room I hadn’t noticed before. I was slicing at the oncoming zombies and I hated to turn my back on them but she held them off for me as we all made our way into what looked like the anteroom of a classroom. The door to this one could swing shut, and I slammed it closed just as the first zombie hit the thin wood and began to pound on it. 




“I’m assuming this second door is going to lead out to the gym. Where more of those things are!” Martinez called. “No windows, what the fuck kind of classroom doesn’t have windows?”




“Health.” Baby shone her flashlight on the dry erase board and revealed a diagram on how to take care of your toenails. “Is that what they learn at an all-girls high school?” She laughed, it sounded manic. 




Blake pushed a chair to the door. The big wooden door was built in the typical school fashion with a window on top of the door for ventilation. 




He opened the window quietly with the crank and peered out into the gym. When he got down from the chair, he didn’t look hopeful.




“There’s a raised portion of the gym, I’m assuming those are the bleachers, but they appear permanent and start at about six feet up. On the north side of the gym, windows start behind the last row of seating. If we can make it to the other side of the gym, we can get out of here by way of the windows. It might be a twelve-foot drop, but we can do this.”




“You think we can make it across the gym in time, before they’re on us?” I asked.




“It’s that, or wait until they break that door down.” He motioned to the door we had just come through which was bowing under the pressure of the zombies. “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice.” 




“Hopefully most of those bitches will be in the locker room trying to get us from the other end.” Martinez looked put-out and disturbed. 




“We’ve got to get the fuck out of here,” Alphonso said and headed toward the door. “Together in one rush, fast and quiet, we can do this.” 




“Let’s go,” I hissed and we pushed through the door in a quiet dash for safety. The teen Z’s didn’t spot us until we were almost halfway across the gym and their slow shuffle wasn’t getting them to us anytime soon. We could make this. 




Heather Murphey was the first one up the stairs, followed closely by Baby and then Romeo. I sighed in relief as I saw them taking the stairs two at a time until they were level with the windows. 




Martinez and I were the last ones up the steps. We made it to the raised platform just as the first zombies were reaching us and easily began to climb the steps. They were hampered by their brethren as each jockeyed to be the first up the steps. They pushed and pulled on each other. Some just stayed on the floor of the gym and tried to reach for us through the railing. All we could see was the tops of their hands as they desperately tried to grab for anything.




In a few long strides I was up the stairs with Martinez by my side. I breathed a sigh of relief as I touched the glass of the windows, pushing my body through the small space. There was no drop, the others stood and waited for us outside. They were on the roof of a covered breezeway that ran about the height of the windows, so you only had to pull yourself onto it. 




I pushed myself out, turning to pull Martinez through the small windows the moment I got free. I gripped his hand and tugged, right as he cried out. The sound went straight to my gut. He was hurt…I hoped to God it was a cut from the windows or something like that.




Blake shone the flashlight directly at us, revealing the horrific sight that would haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life.




There was one of the students, a big white bow in her hair, practically untouched as far as wounds, except around her mouth. She was gray and her skin had receded, pulling away from her face, decaying her lips. She had a hold of Martinez’s boot and had found a spot that wasn’t covered in armor. Her face was latched to his ankle as he kicked desperately trying to get away.




When he finally succeeded in kicking hard enough, the zombie fell away with a chunk of Martinez’s flesh still hanging from her teeth. 




I yanked him through, slamming the windows shut as the dead began to pound at the glass. Their moans a cacophony of horror as I looked down at my friend. A man I would have given my life for. A man that was now as good as dead. 




He looked up at me and his eyes held the truth. He knew his fate. He knew death awaited.




“Fuck, she bit me. A fucking Catholic school girl killed me. Mi mama was right,” he whispered. 




“We have to get out of here,” Baby said, her voice was shrill, panicked. I hadn’t ever seen her mask slip. It sent ice cold rivulets through my veins. 




I pulled Martinez to his feet and he winced as he put weight on his foot. We crossed the roof until we got to a set of windows that led into the second floor of the school. The classrooms were empty. The nuns had moved all the girls into the gym to wait out the apocalypse. 




Baby forced the window open and we all slid in. I pulled Martinez with me, he was looking queasy and pale, his skin tone had gone gray. 




“We need to start a fire, boil water,” I said, an idea coming to me. If we could take the leg off, it would stop the infection. He wouldn't die. “Lay down, Martinez, we’re going to save you.” 




“Wait, what the fuck, boss, what are you going to do?” His eyes were wide as I pulled the tomahawk from the loop at my waist. 




“Hold him down. Martinez bite down on something. Give me some fucking alcohol, someone.” A bottle of rubbing alcohol was put into my fist and I poured it over the blade.




“Pull up his pants. Martinez, better a fucking leg than death.” 




“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” he began to chant. Blake leaned over him and held him down by the shoulders. Romeo pulled up his pant leg while Baby and Heather moved to the back of the room. They were gripping on to each other like two little school girls. 




I raised the tomahawk and swung, aiming for right under the knee. I wasn’t a surgeon, there was nothing precise about my cut, and his scream was heart-breaking. The leg didn’t come off. I chopped again and he screamed again. How many chops does it take to cut off a leg? I don’t know. I just went at it, I went into my head. I saw black, I saw red as the blood flowed from his leg. I began to puke as Baby pulled me from him and she began to work on bandaging him up. Cleaning him. 




When I looked over at him, I knew it hadn’t worked. His skin had the gray tint of the about to turn. His lips were blue and quivering. I had tried. I had put him through so much pain, for nothing. Luckily he had passed out after the second cut. 




His eyes fluttered open when Baby wrapped a bandage around his leg. “You tried, thank you.” His voice came out in a hissed whisper, his pain must have been so great. “Let me go, just let me go.” 




“No, you’re going to get through this,” Blake said, bending over him, pushing at him.  All I could do was stare. I looked down at my hands. They were covered in Martinez’s blood. 




“Let me go,” Martinez called. His eyes were now bloodshot and you could see the veins through the skin of his face. It wouldn’t be long. He began to cough and there was blood on his lips.




“Step back,” Baby called to Blake, pulling at his shoulders, but he was unmoving, hovering over his friend, trying to do anything to fix him. “He’s turning, draw now, Blake.” 




“Don’t let me…” Martinez whispered.




Blake didn’t move back, even though it was obvious Martinez was about to become one of the dead. He shook Martinez by the shoulders screaming, “Fight it Martinez!” But it was too late. The rattle of his breath stopped and Martinez slipped away, after having to endure a very painful death. And it was all because of me and my stupid idea. When Martinez’s eyes flashed open again, this time the eyes of the dead, Blake didn't move. It was my turn to act. I still had the bloody tomahawk in my hand. I pushed Blake away just as Martinez lunged to bite him and pushed the sharp edge through Martinez’s skull, ending his undead existence. Ending Martinez. 

















Thirty-Two | Overdosing with Satan Himself

ALEXIS

The pattern repeated itself again the next morning. The old bitch came and got me and brought me to the back room. She didn’t bother with the t-shirt and shorts this time. She made a point of parading me through the front room naked. The eyes of the guards watching me so intensely felt like pricks on my skin. I looked forward, staring at the door and nowhere else. I couldn’t look at anything else, the humiliation was too great. 




Melinda met me at the tub and handed me the tee and shorts from yesterday and I could have kissed her. Just a touch of thoughtfulness was enough to give a girl hope in this fucked up world. No matter what Melinda said or did, I was getting her ass out of here. Whether she wanted me to or not. 




After that, Melinda and I became fast friends. She began schooling me in all the comings and goings of the base. I knew this was her way of helping me, without actually agreeing to help me. She wasn’t to the point yet where she would say out loud that she was willing to escape with me, but why else would she be telling me about shift changes and who is less likely to be paying attention? I was going to get her to come with me. I just needed a little more time.




After our quick wash, we huddled in the corner in Melinda’s “sleeping area.” 




“The old hag is Telly, that’s actually Brandon Senior’s wife, if you can believe that. The other bikers call her the Old Lady. I think it’s a term of endearment.” Melinda shook her head astounded at the situation. “She’s also Brandon Junior’s mother.” 




So the evil spawn of Satan had a name. They called him Junior, how creative. And now I knew the reason for Telly’s hostility. I couldn’t imagine a world where I was forced to deliver my husband his unwilling sex slave each night. Watching my own kid rape women as if it were second nature.




Nice life choices for that one.




There was a loud banging and the doors slammed open, and the son, the devil himself, vice-president to the gang of insane bikers, strode in with a girl over his shoulder. She hung limply and he went to the nearest sofa and threw her on it and then turned without a word and strode out of the room.




The closest girl to the sofa went to the unconscious girl and touched her, shaking her. The girl shook awake and then began to vomit on the floor.




I rushed over, even though my mind revolted, screaming a warning. What if she was infected? What if it was some kind of virus?




The closer I got, the more wrong everything seemed. The vomit didn’t smell like vomit, or food. It smelled acidic and tangy, almost like a vitamin. I could see her glistening with sweat and her eyes were rolling up in the back of her head. 




“She’s overdosing,” Melinda said and pushed past me. The girl was shaking uncontrollably now and Melinda went to her head and tried to stabilize her. But there was no controlling her convulsions. 




“What can we do?” I hovered near the sofa and Melinda only looked up at me and shook her head, still holding on to the girl who was thrashing. 




“I’m assuming he gave her something, probably the meth that they cook. She needs an IV, her stomach pumped or an inhibitor. I have none of that.” Melinda stepped back when the girl suddenly went limp, then bent over her and picked up her wrist, looking for her pulse. “It’s weak, but there.” 




“I wouldn’t think they would give the drugs to the girls. Why would he do that?”




“Probably for a kick or to make her more pliable. Who the fuck knows with this crowd. If she makes it through this, I’ll be surprised. Meth is a nasty drug. All we can do is make her comfortable and hope her body repairs itself. I think her name is Emily.”




“It’s Emma,” an older woman called as she walked up to us and looked down at the girl. “Her name is Emma, she’s my sister.” The woman reached out and touched her sister’s hair.  “Maybe this is better,” she whispered, then collapsed next to her sister, tears streaming down her face, but no sound emanating from her. These women were trained well. 




I can’t do this. I have to get the fuck out of here now.




My hands clenched into fists. I concentrated on the pain of my nails digging into my palms and tried to hold back the scream that wanted to break through. I had never felt so helpless in my entire life. I didn’t like feeling helpless. I needed to take action. I needed to do something. Anything. I couldn’t sit here and let things like this happen.




Melinda walked up to my side and looked over at me. The anger must have been evident because she touched my arm lightly, saying softly, “There’s nothing you can do.” 




“That’s bullshit,” I spit in return.




“They have guns and there are so many of them. What are we going to do? What could you do?”




“They’re hopped up on drugs and most of them are drunk. What can they do? They probably can’t even aim, especially at night. There is one-night guard at the east door, if he’s distracted we could just slip out. Make our way to freedom and be done with this place.”




“How would I get out of this room? They padlock it at night. You could maybe leave, but not me, not us.” 




“I’ll handle that. If I can keep the door from locking, could you help and distract the night guard on the last shift?”




“How?” she asked and I was primed because she wasn’t arguing anymore, there was a glint to her eyes. I might just have her.




“Pretend like you’re coming out of one of the tarp rooms, lure him away with the hope of sex, it’ll work. They make the guards trade for girls, he wouldn’t turn down a free romp. If you get another girl with you, it would be even better.”




“None of these girls would go along with that crazy plan.” Melinda shook her head.




“You know them more than me. See if any of them are up to it. Please, Melinda. We have to get out of here. We can’t keep this up. Soon it will be one of us on that sofa. Do you want that?” She shook her head no.




“Fine, when?” she asked.




“I’ll let you know. I have to figure out the lock.”

















Thirty-Three | Martinez

BLAKE

I sat there. Just sat there through the whole shit show. Zach fucking chopping off Martinez’s fucking leg. Chopping it off. Zach chopping Martinez’s leg off. I was…I don’t know what the fuck I was because I couldn’t even process the last couple of minutes. All I know, hell, at this point, I don't know anything.




“Fight it, Martinez!” 




Zach flung me across the room, away from Martinez. Because Martinez was a zombie. He was gray, he was chomping. We let him turn. Jesus, I let Martinez become a zombie. 




Zach was quick. He chopped his leg off. He stabbed Martinez. Martinez wasn’t a zombie anymore. Martinez was dead. 




And all I could do was sit there and watch. I saw it all. The blood. The hunger. Zach ending it. Everything.




Martinez was dead. He was dead because of me. 

















Thirty-Four | The Little Girl’s Room

ZACH

No one spoke. We just stared at the ground. At the bloody mess on the floor. My hands were covered in blood. I needed to get it off of me. I couldn’t take this. 




“We should probably find somewhere to bunk down, like the third floor near the north side of the building,” I said quietly and everyone nodded. Everyone except Blake. His eyes were wide, a sign of shock. I grabbed at his arm and he pushed me off. 




I shouldn’t have cut off his leg like that. The others were looking at me like I was off my rocker. Which I probably was. You can’t do what I’ve done, seen what I’ve seen, and come out clean. This mission was officially FUBAR.  Fucked up beyond all recognition. Hadn’t been on one of those for a long time. Not since our first special ops mission out of Afghanistan. Now that was FUBAR. Lost most of the unit we were escorting. Got blamed for the bad intel that had us going in the wrong direction. Took two weeks to get out of the shit. Watched a few of my Marines go apeshit as the water and food dried up. Now that was FUBAR. 




It was how Blake and I had met Martinez. He was just a grunt, but he had his shit together and we made sure we had him transferred into our unit the moment we got back to civilization. 




He had been with us a long time. A long fucking time. And now he went out like this. Bitten by a fucking zombie school girl. 




I led the team up the back stairs to the third floor and we settled into a classroom that had a perfect view of the shopping mall below. Two of the walls were covered halfway by windows, the outer glass covered in reflective tint to prevent the rooms from heating up and also block outside from looking in. It was also higher up than the stores across the street, so the bikers would really have to be paying attention to spot any movement up here. 




Just in case though, we set up our living area in the classroom across the hall, the one that didn’t face the stores, and we only posted two at the windows that faced the bikers. 




I needed to clean up and ingest some calories, so I found the bathroom, bringing with me a pack of wet wipes and my small bag of essentials. When I crossed the threshold, I instantly went on alert. The smell of rotten zombie hit my nose. Blood splattered the walls and mirrors. A serious fight had gone on in here. Two zombies, badly torn to bits turned as one and faced me. I drew my blade and went for them. The first one went down quick. Right through the brain, done. The other one wasn’t so easy. He was a big old boy, dressed in a suit, bow-tie and even had a little handkerchief in his breast pocket. He fell forward in attack, tripping over his decomposing counterpart. When he fell, he grabbed for me and his arms got tangled in my body armor. I tried to stay upright but he outweighed me and I lost my balance on the slick linoleum floor. 




I had been in this position before, too many times. I felt the hot breath of the zombie on my cheek, the snapping teeth so close to my face. The stench of the rotten breath forcing me to breath out of my mouth as my body’s first reaction was to gag. I managed to get my arm up and my blade was long enough that I pressed it through the bottom of his jaw and hit his brain from the bottom. The blood pooled over my hand and splashed onto my chest, sticky and thick, not like fresh blood, and it dripped down into my shirt. 




I heard the door of the bathroom open and a cursed shout as the bulk of the zombie was pulled off of me and pushed to the side of the room. I sat up, but didn’t get to my feet. I could feel the blood leaking into my collar and down my back. 




Blake sat down next to me and looked over at the fat, dead fucker next to me. 




“That’s a big one,” he said simply. 




“It tripped and fell on me.”




“No shit.” 




“Didn’t expect to find a zombie teacher in the girl’s room.”




“Do they have men’s rooms in all-girls school?” he asked.




“Fuck if I know. The Catholic school girls didn’t want anything to do with me when I was a teen.” 




Blake huffed out a breath, half laugh, half sigh. “Weren’t the charmer you are now?” 




“They ran away in droves.” 




“Somehow I don’t believe that.” He pulled his knees up to his chest and slipped the knife he had pulled back into his boot. 




“I was a skinny kid, had a bit of acne and drove around in an old Toyota. I couldn’t get a date to save my life.” 




“Well, now you got all the teens chasing after you.” His smile faded, the joke a bad taste in his mouth. It was a little too dark of a joke, even for us. 




“None of this shit matters, unless we get Alexis,” I said to change the subject. “We have to get her out.” 




“Damn straight.” He stood and pulled me up, frowning at the blood that I transferred to his hands. “We’re going to get her, if it’s the last thing I do.” 




“Don’t talk like that, Blake.” I used a wet wipe from the pack to wipe the blood from my hands. I walked over to the stalls and shone my light into the toilet. There was water. Perfect. I grabbed the towel that I had in my pack and stripped off my soiled shirt. Using the towel and the toilet water, I began to wipe at the blood that was all over my chest.




“No, really, Zach, I have to make this right. I’m the reason Alexis is in this mess. I’m the reason Martinez is dead. It’s all my fucking fault. I knew it was a stupid move to leave. But I left anyway. I knew a mile off the island that I was making a mistake, but I was too stubborn to turn around. I knew I had fucked up. I should have turned around, if I would have turned around Alexis would still be at the compound and Martinez would still be alive.” 




“You made a bad decision, Blake. You aren’t the reason this happened. Who’s to say these motherfuckers wouldn’t have grabbed her at some other time if you wouldn’t have left. Or Martinez might have gotten bit in one of his crazy rescue missions. He was always taking chances, risking his life for others. It was what he did. You can’t blame yourself.” I hoped my words had an impact, but my back was to him and I couldn’t tell if my argument was breaking through. We were all morose after today’s events. I didn’t want him doing anything stupid. Which was par for the course with Blake. I loved the guy like a brother, but he was an emotional wrecking ball, always had been. If he was in a bad headspace, there was no telling what he would do.




“Yes, I can.  And I’ll do anything to make it right,” he responded. Guess I didn’t break through to him.




“You’ll make it right by getting her the fuck out of there. And getting us all back to the compound. All of us.”




“Yeah,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced. 

















Thirty-Five | Box of Biker Bullshit

BLAKE

I was never one for inactivity, but we needed intel. We took shifts watching the gang, writing down movements and shift changes. The people they let into their inner sanctum and the ones that weren’t allowed. It was all filed away in the big box of biker bullshit that we would hopefully get to use against them. 




I never once saw a female. Never. They were locked up somewhere and my guess was in the main building, what used to be the grocery store. The civilians weren’t allowed in that area. They were corralled in the gated parking lot and they bunked down in what used to be a thrift store. They spent most of their time in the yard, cooking on pits, chopping wood, and a few times went out of the gates to go on supply runs with bikers as the armed guards. There was also a cheap trailer set up in the far corner of the lot and from the smells coming out of it, this was where the meth was being cooked. Civilians were cooking the meth, they were cooking the food and they were supplying resources to the bikers. What were they getting in return? From what I could tell the civilians weren’t being held against their will. The gates were locked, but weren’t guarded and they were left open during the day. 




The only areas that were actively guarded were the main building, the meth lab and a storefront that used to be a gym. We all deduced that the women were in the main area and the children were being held in the gym. The men were allowed in the gym, but not the main building. They were keeping everyone separate to control the men and the women. 




By the end of the day we decided that we could get away with sending in a team to scout the inner sanctum. Romeo and Alphonso volunteered and Zach and I agreed that they would be the best approach. Romeo’s hair was long and shaggy now and he was too pretty to scream soldier, he was also used to undercover work. Alphonso was a bit rigid, but with a little dirt smudged on his face, we could get rid of his soldier-boy look. 




“We’ll have to procure a vehicle, a truck would be best.  Y’all should get it from somewhere in the neighborhood,” Zach was saying as we sat around planning our next move.




“You should leave from the side of the school along Milne Avenue, stay close to the bushes and go out the back toward the city. Grab a truck from the neighborhood, but not until you pass Harrison. I don’t know if they have bikers watching the main streets, so make it look like you’re coming in from the Interstate at West End. Go tonight and hunker down until afternoon. It looks like most of their trade happens in the early evening. This is when the two of you should make your move.”




It was a good plan, if they believed Romeo and Alphonso were just passing through. They could access the base for a short time period and get a look around. We had a few bottles of liquor we brought with us for trading purposes and extra handguns just in case. Once Romeo got in, he could request a trade and hopefully get a visual on Alexis. If we knew she was in there and where she was being held, we could go in and kick some ass. 




Now, all we had to do was wait. 




Romeo and Alphonso headed out into the night and the rest of us hunkered down, keeping the biker camp in our sights. Nothing changed. Nothing happened. But soon. Soon, something would happen. 

















Thirty-Six | Debauchery and Parasites

ALEXIS

Day slipped into night, night slipped into day and nothing changed–the same thing over and over and over again. Drug use, excessive alcohol consumption to bring them down from the high, then more drug use, paired with pills. A break for a little fornication and then back to the drugs. This gang had created their own little base of debauchery and it was a carnival freak show. From outlaw, subculture parasites to rulers of their own Caligula-esque domain, the atmosphere was surreal. One thing I couldn’t deny, life was good for the Southern Clan. Really good, just not good for their entertainment, and I was their entertainment. 




The women, myself included, were there just as a backdrop, the fill-in for the defunct television. They were users and we were to be used. I was willing to play their game though, because they never picked up on the fact that I watched everything. I took it all in. I even managed to peek from behind the curtains at night and watch as the night guards would leave their post if tempted, leaving the door unguarded. Escape would happen and it would happen soon. I knew it was possible. I could do this.




I was never allowed outside. Never once did I step foot out of the grocery store. My world was relegated to the glass office and the back store room. 




On the third morning, I was being escorted out of the glass room with the old mean lady at my side as usual, when everything clicked into place. The door to the store room was a normal swinging industrial door. The hinges could easily be taken down using only minimal tools. I could find a piece of metal and take them down and allow the women to get free. Why pick a padlock when you could just unscrew a hinge?




Melinda met me, per our usual routine, at the tub. Her smile was bigger this morning. 




“How’s Emma?” I asked. 




“She’s actually more stable, her pulse is steady, but she hasn’t regained consciousness. I’m hoping she’ll come out of it soon. We’ve only been able to dribble a bit of water down her throat. But I actually think she has a chance. Her sister hasn’t left her side, even when one of the men came for her…he must be one of the ones with a heart because he left her be.” 




“That’s a first.” I rolled my eyes. From what I could tell there was no compassion to be found in any of these men. 




“She didn’t even leave when it was her turn to visit with the children.” Melinda shook her head, wringing out the wash rag in the dirty bath water. 




Speaking of kids, I hadn’t seen any of them the entire time I was here. Lani had mentioned children, but there was no whisper of them among the women, at least not in front of me. 




“Where are the kids, Melinda?”




“There aren’t many, from what I hear. The mothers are allowed to visit with them a few days a week, but most of them are cared for by the men. There’s a gym that had a childcare service. They’re kept there. Their mothers know if they step out of line, the children will be held responsible. It’s one of the main reasons why I can’t get anyone to agree to help. I can’t say I blame them, I don’t have any children, but I can imagine.”




“These men need to pay for what they’re doing here,” I whispered. 




“How, Alexis, we would need an army to take them out? Do you have an army?”




“You’d be surprised.” 

















Thirty-Seven | Waiting

ZACH

“They’re keeping the children in the gym, the women are being held in the big front building,” Baby was saying, pointing to the buildings. 




“How did you figure this out?” I asked her. She was saying out loud what I had assumed, but I wanted to know what proof she had.




“About an hour ago, they led two women out of that alley. I’m assuming there is a back entrance, since I didn’t see any movement on the other side of the building. They were escorted to the gym and I caught a glimpse of a few children when the women walked in. They keep them separated, probably to control them better. The women, the men, and the children aren’t allowed to come together. I’m betting a few of the men in the yard have children in that room or wives in the building.” 




“Sick fucks,” I cursed and Baby nodded in agreement.




“The good news, since we’ve been here, they’ve let in three men that aren’t from the camp. They went in with goods and left with nothing. I’m betting they are trading for sex and they are not living at the camp. This means we can get someone in.” 




“That is good news.” I patted her on the back and went back to my pacing. This waiting was killing me, but the information was coming in handy.




Heather Murphey poked her head into the room. “Ryan’s on the com, I broke the news about the Major and she’s pissed.” 




“Fuck,” I cursed. We had set up the radio deeper in the school, in one of the classrooms that had west facing windows. 




“James, here.”




“What the fuck is going on there, James?” she shouted and I winced and pulled the radio away from my ear.




“A few upsets, Ryan, we’re hanging in there though.”




“Hanging in there? You call this hanging in there? More like swinging by your balls. Y’all gonna screw up this entire operation. I should march down there and blow your goddamn cover just to get you out of my hair.”




“That might do more damage than good, Ryan.”




“You’re a smug son-of-a-bitch, James.” 




“We’ve gotten some good intel that might help for later, but I wouldn’t want to brag.” 




“Shut-up,” she huffed. I could hear the exasperation in her voice. I didn’t want to egg her on, but she was being unreasonable and I never reacted well to unreasonable.




“Do you want me to relay the information or sign-off?” I asked.




“Tell me,” she growled. So, I did. I told her about their patterns, that they are using the families against each other, the fact that they hardly ever venture outside of the base. When I got to what Romeo and Alphonso were doing, she all but squealed.




“So, only two are going in and just to get a look around?”




“Yeah, Romeo is going to get eyes on Alexis. If he nails her down, we’ll break her out at night. Covert, go in dark and hot.” 




“No, James, why didn’t you say this from the beginning?”




“You didn’t ask, ma’am.”




“I could…fuck…just get back to me when Romeo and Alphonso come out. I want to know before you go in.”




“Roger.” 

















Thirty-Eight | The Surprise Army

ALEXIS

It didn’t take much to convince Melinda that I did have an army at my beck and call. She agreed to help me if she could get another girl to help her get out of the back room. It sounded easy, but a third woman was going to be hard. 




“They’re all drawn into themselves. They don’t want to make friends because they’ll use that against you. Junior has a way of sweet-talking some of the women and getting them to tell him all about what goes on back here. If you step out of line, he’ll use your friends or family against you.”




“Just another reason to hate the Brandons,” I sighed, digging around Melinda’s area, looking for anything I could use as a flat-head screwdriver.




“There isn’t much to like about them,” Melinda added, “even some of the other bikers don’t like them.”




“Some of the bikers talk about them?” 




“Well, really only two of them, Rebel and Jinx, and only because they forget I’m there.”




“Those are the two young ones, right?”




“Yeah, I think they’re legacy. Rebel fights back with Junior a lot and I’ve seen them come to blows. They stuck Rebel in the yard, which sucks, because he kept calling dibs on me and he doesn’t expect me to have sex with him. He said I remind him of his sister.”




“That’s kind of fucked up,” I said as I looked at her. Was she actually romanticizing this guy?




“I don’t think he tried to call dibs so he could keep me around. I think he did it so no one else would be able to get to me. He wasn’t going to force me to do anything and didn’t want anyone else to, or so I figured. He would let me hide in his quarters. Sometimes Jinx would come in there and they would talk about getting the hell out, but Jinx had a kid. It’s all one big weird circle and hard to understand what is going on behind the scenes. I’ve only gotten a few pieces of the puzzle.”




“Damn, so they are even holding some of the bikers’ kids? That is messed up.”




“I don’t know if they’re holding them, like hostages, but I know bikers have kids in there. Maybe they’re just like all of us, too scared to leave the safety of the base. And Senior takes advantage of that.”




“Doesn’t look like the majority of them are opposed to it. Most of them are enjoying themselves with as many drugs as they can snort up their nose and women to screw whenever they get the urge. Every man’s fantasy,” I scoffed.




“Not every man’s. You didn’t have someone before this?” she asked looking at me all doe-eyed and nostalgic.




“I don’t really want to talk about that.” I pushed the warm feeling in my gut away. Not talking about them.




“I had someone, Chris, they killed him. Junior killed him.” 




“All the more reason to get the hell out of here and get your revenge.”




“I know,” she whispered and curled up on her pile of dirty linens.




I left her there, alone in her thoughts. I spent the rest of the day searching for a piece of metal that could be used as a flat-head screwdriver. I finally lucked out toward the back of the room. It looked like it was from a piece of shelving and the end was small enough so it could be inserted into a screw, but the body was sturdy enough to give it some momentum. 




I ran into Clara during my search and gave us both a surprise. I hadn’t seen her for the last couple of days, but I didn’t socialize much with the other women. I hardly left Melinda’s area. Clara was in the back of the store room and was alone. She looked up when I walked by and visibly cringed when she saw me. 




“I’ll scream if you come near me,” she hissed. 




“And I’m sure someone will come right to your rescue,” I laughed. It felt good to laugh. Leave it to Clara to lighten my mood.




“So, what, you’ve come to get your revenge?” she blustered.




“As usual, Clara, you assume this is about you. This has nothing to do with you. I’m just looking for something.” 




“What are you looking for?” She got to her feet kind of eager-like, which was all kinds of bizarre and I held up my hands in a “stay-back-or-else” move and she stopped in her tracks. I might not have been out for revenge, but I didn’t want her anywhere near me.




“Don’t worry about what I’m doing.” I turned on my heels and headed in the opposite direction. That was enough Clara for one day. I might have put her actions to the backburner of my consciousness, but I hadn’t forgotten that she was the reason I was in this hellhole. She would be the only person I didn’t regret leaving behind when I hightailed it out of this place. 




As luck would have it, fleeing from Clara led me right to the little piece of metal that could be used as a screwdriver. I went back to our spot and slipped it to Melinda. It looked like it would be tonight if she could recruit someone. 




Before it came time for me to be pulled away, we agreed on a hand signal if she was good to go. We always saw each other at night, either she was being “displayed” for purchase or brought up front to entertain. 




Just as we were deciding on a few contingency plans, the door opened and Telly came lumbering into the room, motioning for me and the girl that was Brandon’s current favorite to follow her. 




She looked at me suspiciously when I got up quickly, almost eagerly, and I chided myself for being an idiot. Don’t show your hand, dipshit.




Even though I tried to talk myself down, I put a little more swing in my step as I walked out, now more comfortable in the four-inch stilettos than before. They put me at over six feet tall and I towered over all of the women and even some of the men. Senior didn't mind since he was about six-foot-one and seemed to like a tall girl at his side.




I heard a noise, a voice, and my steps faltered. It was a familiar voice coming over the din. 




Oh shit. There went my plans. 




I walked out into the open area that was used as the meeting area, or what the gang called Church. Brandon Junior was holding court while his father slept off last night’s binge. Before him stood Romeo, with an unknown man at his side. Timothy “Romeo” Voiter, one of my fellow Islanders and my lover’s most trusted soldier. He was here, which meant Zach and Blake had to be close.




When I walked past him, he didn’t even glance in my direction and I tried not to show any hint of recognition. They found me! My entire body was sparking with excitement. This was it, I was getting the fuck out of here, but what was their plan? Would I be able to get Melinda out? Or were they here to do a smash and grab? I couldn’t leave Melinda. 




“We’re heading through. Word is they got a big refugee camp in Mobile, but we ran into a couple of guys who said y’all were doing some trading here…it’s been a long time since we partied,” Romeo was saying. He had affected his voice with a bit of twang, not too much to sound conspicuous, but enough so he didn’t sound like a local. 




“This is the place to party, but you don’t party for free,” Brandon Junior responded.




I went to my customary spot on the sofa and sat down, glancing at Romeo who met my eyes, but didn’t hold them. 




“We got liquor,” the unknown man with Romeo said. 




“What type of liquor?” Junior asked.




“Top shelf vodka and a couple bottles of Jack.”




“That’ll get you some party time with one of our girls,” Junior grinned. “One, y’all can share.”




“Girls, like that one?” Romeo asked gesturing to me.




“Nah, that one is more than a few bottles of Jack, aren’t ya, baby?” He reached over and fondled my knee, which I tried to subtly pull away from. 




“What’ll it take to get her?” Romeo asked. “I don’t like used up pussy.” 




“You don’t get it, buddy, she’s my old man’s property. We’ll get ya another girl. Ain’t all used up. You like brunettes? I got plenty of brunettes. Even a red head. We’ll hook you up. Where ya holding the liquor?”




“We got it stashed,” the unknown guy said. I wondered who he was and where he came from. 




“Well, if you want to party, get it un-stashed and we’ll get you a girl. It’s too fucking early anyway. Come back later tonight, the real shit starts after sundown. I’ll let the guard know to let you in.” Junior stood and looked down at me. I didn’t like the look in his eye.




“Escort ‘em out, Hulk,” he said to one of the other bikers that were constantly surrounding him like bodyguards. 




Junior grabbed me by the arm and yanked me to my feet and the motion, plus the heels, were a little too much. I lost my balance and fell into him, causing us both to stumble. 




“Stupid bitch,” Junior spat and yanked me so hard that I cried out. I looked up in time to see Romeo take a step toward me, but I subtly shook my head once to tell him to leave, don’t interfere. I was grateful to know they were out there. They knew where I was now and if I could get the fuck out of here, I was golden. I hoped my glance conveyed that to him. No need to bust in with guns blazing, I could handle this. Now, I just needed to get out.




“You might be hot, but you’re clumsy as hell,” Junior laughed and pulled me toward his domain, which was a few tarps hung between shelves right next to his father’s office.




“Junior, where ya going with her?” one of the bikers called, he was one of the older ones that seemed to be loyal to Senior. 




“We just gonna have a talk, gotta teach her a few things so she can treat my old man right.” He spat on the ground and I grimaced. 




He pushed me into his makeshift room and I tried my hardest not to stumble. His area was actually pristine, his cot made up tight. Everything was stacked neatly and his clothes were folded in perfect squares on the shelf. He was former military, I would stake my life on it. This complicated things. Junior was nothing like Senior. I hadn’t seen him touch the meth and he didn’t drink that much, especially not to excess. Add military training to his list and it made him a lot more dangerous than his father. I had found the real brains behind the operation. Too bad he shared the sadistic side of his father. 




“Dad always gets the choice pieces of ass,” he said as he pushed through the tarps behind me. “But that ain’t gonna be the case for much longer. I know the old man can’t even get his dick hard, he’s doing so much meth.” He pushed me until my calves hit the cot and forced me to sit down in front of him. 




“Now, me on the other hand,” he reached down and unzipped his jeans, pulling the proof of his virility out for me to see, “I don’t have any trouble in that department. My old man should really learn to share.” He grabbed me by the back of the head and brought me closer to him, holding his dick in his hand. If he put that thing in my mouth, I was going to bite down, fuck the consequences. 




His hand gripped my hair hard and pushed me toward him. I resisted and kept my mouth tightly shut. I wasn’t going to make this easy for him. He smelled like sweat and cigarettes and I had to resist the urge to breathe through my mouth, giving him an opening. 




“What the fuck are you doing, Junior?” Senior ripped the tarp away from the shelves, causing a bunch of items to come crashing down around us. It actually was a good thing for Junior, because the tarp fell on Senior, impeding his view and allowing Junior to put his dick away and step back from me. Too bad, I would have liked to see Senior shoot Junior. That would have been epic. 




“Jesus, Dad, what the hell?” he cried, playing dumb.




“You fucking my property?” Senior managed to get the tarp off of him and survey what was going on. He saw me sitting on the bed and Junior standing to the side.




“Nah, I ain’t fucking her, just talking to her. She seems like she’s got an attitude. Damn, Senior, get off my fucking back, I wouldn’t fuck your property. Get up, bitch.” He yanked me to my feet and pushed me to his father. I managed to stay upright this time and stopped in time to avoid slamming into the scowling father.




“You keep my property out of your area. I don’t care what you were doing with her. You ain’t president yet and won’t be for a long time, kid.” The old man scowled at his son. It was obvious there was no love lost between these two. But what could you expect from a bunch of drug-using rapists? 




Senior grabbed my arm and propelled me out of the destroyed area and back toward the sofa. I sat back down in my customary spot and continued to watch the depraved drama play out before my eyes. I was a conscientious witness, not a participant. Every once in a while Senior would try something on me. He would fondle me or make me do some ridiculous stunt. At those points in time, I would check out, it helped to relive happier times. I didn’t think about Zach or Blake, that would only destroy me. I thought back to pre-Z, maybe a night out with the girls or times spent with my parents when they were on the straight and narrow. It helped to not think about what I was doing. 




I must have gotten too inwardly focused because a hard slap knocked me back into the present and I had to shake my head to get back to what I was doing. Senior had Melinda and me, along with another girl, dancing for him while he did line after line on the counter. I didn’t know how he managed to ingest that much poison, but he kept standing, kept hollering and even managed to dance behind me, rubbing his rough jeans against my naked body. 




“Come on, rub on her,” he crooned in my ear, spittle flecking the side of my face. He took a chug from the bottle he was holding in his hand and leered as he had me pet and stroke a girl whose name I didn’t even know.




I knew it was the end. I couldn’t deal with this anymore. Melinda and I managed to make eye contact and with one motion of her hand the plan was placed into action. It would be tonight. I was getting the fuck out of here. Melinda had gotten herself some help. 




I caught her eye one more time as Senior dragged me into his office and Melinda walked off with one of the enforcers. She smiled weakly and winked. It was the best reassurance I could get. If this plan failed, we would both be killed. There was no question about it. 




















Thirty-Nine | Nightmare Ending

BLAKE

“She’s alive,” Romeo said the moment he walked into the classroom.




“Jesus.” Zach placed both of his hands on the desk and dropped his head as if bowed in prayer.




“They have her dressed like a slut, and it’s obvious they are manhandling her, but she looks fine, alive, still with it. It’s Lex.” 




“Then I guess we know what we gotta do,” I said.




“Take those fuckers down,” Zach laughed. 




“Tonight, a couple hours before dawn, we go in hard.” For once I felt like this nightmare was almost over.




















Forty | Welcome Back Alexis

ALEXIS

That night I managed five minutes to myself. Senior had a mirror in his office and I glanced at myself self-consciously. I didn’t even recognize the woman that peered back at me. My eyes were huge, almost like I was in a perpetual state of shock, and there were dark circles underneath my eyes. The bruising on my face from that first night had faded to a nasty yellow. My long dark hair, which was my one vanity, was now limp and greasy since I hadn’t been able to bathe in anything more than that stupid tub in the back room. I had even begun to fade out, my usually dark, tan skin, inherited from my Mother’s South American roots, was now ashy from lack of sunlight and vitamins. 




“I knew you was a vain one,” the old wretch said as he pushed himself into the room and I stepped back from the mirror.  He began to undress, his old skin hanging from his skinny frame. At first I had thought he was an attractive older man, his salt and pepper hair making him look distinguished. But now I saw him for the disgusting addict he was. 




Luckily for me, his dick still laid limp and small against his leg. There wasn’t even a twitch from his useless member as he again yanked on it like a spoiled child trying to get a rise out of a scared cat. 




“You just don’t have what it takes to get me hard, you ugly ass bitch, look at this shit!” he growled gesturing to his flaccid cock. He strode across the room and grabbed me by my hair, flinging me to the bed and forcing me on my hands and knees. I didn’t say a word, I held completely still. Hopefully, it would be like the night before, his inability to achieve an erection driving him to more drinking and then eventually passing out. 




“I’m going to show you some respect, bitch, I can tell you’re laughing at me, all quiet and shit. I know you think you’re better than me, but you’re not.” He grabbed something and slammed it down hard on my back. It was some kind of stick that was pliable and it made a resounding whack as it came down hard on my back. It stung like a bitch and had me splaying across the bed, my arms and legs akimbo as they gave out. I couldn’t help myself, I screamed out in pain. The red hot intensity of the blow shot through me and brought tears to my eyes. I did manage to stay clear in my head enough to fall further toward the end of the bed, closer to my knife.




He struck me again and I pulled away in pain, pushing myself further up and toward the side of the bed. My hand was now hanging over the edge. Just a little bit more. I could take this. Another blow. I couldn’t take this. Another blow. I couldn’t. Another blow. No one…could take this.




Pain. All I knew was pain. 




With the next blow I screamed, trying to expel the feelings that were about to burst out of me, the pain that felt like it would crack my skull open and burst forth in black rivulets from my eye sockets. If I didn't relieve the pressure I might implode. I almost let it overtake me. I almost let the darkness eat at me. My vision began flashing with white lights. The intensity was so great that I was panting, dizzy, and the bursts behind my eyes were intensifying. I began to sob, I couldn’t help it. I was sobbing so hard I coughed, spittle flying from my mouth as he hit me again and again. It hurt so badly and he was hitting me hard enough that I was afraid my skin was busting open. I felt the bed move as he crawled onto it with me. 




Was he done with the beating? I didn’t even want to imagine what was next. 




“If my dick can’t fuck you, maybe you’ll like this.” I heard the clatter of something as he rummaged around on the shelves near the bed. I couldn’t picture in my muddled brain what was up there, but I knew, whatever it was, wasn’t good. Did he plan on raping me with something? The old bastard couldn’t get it up so he would use something else?




I wanted to let go, just fall onto the bed and let the blackness take me. But I couldn’t.




I had to fight back. 




I focused on the lines of fire on my back. I focused until it was just me in the room, me and my pain and the anger that was saturating every cell of my body. With each pant, with each sob I let Senior hear, with each weakness that I showed, my anger grew until I was ready to explode. 




It was time.




I didn’t stop and think about it. My time had run out. I would either sit here like a fucking sheep while he violated me, or I would fight back. There was no guarantee that I would survive. I had planned on taking him out tonight while he slept, but I couldn’t take this anymore. I could come back from a beating…if something else happened would I be strong enough? 




He fell on top of me, his nasty hands pawing at me, pushing at places I didn’t even want to acknowledge.  I used his momentum to push myself further to the edge, my hand reaching down under the mattress and gripping the hilt of the knife. I had it. 




I felt him press something against my ass and I squirmed away, crying out as he pressed harder with whatever it was. 




“You gonna like this,” he hissed. I glanced over my shoulder, he was intent on whatever he was doing, eyes focused on my naked ass.




It was now or never.




In one motion, I turned underneath him, throwing him off balance. He was a skinny fuck, and I still had some of my strength. He fell back as I used my tinier frame to move up and under him in those defense moves that Zach had taught me what seemed like ages ago. My back screamed in pain, but I ignored it.




He didn’t expect me to fight back. This was the first time I had ever shown a lick of defiance since that first night. His eyes were as round as saucers as my arm came around, the knife held firmly in my grip. I plunged it into the most accessible piece of flesh that was available. It happened to be his stomach.




Warmblood gushed over my hand and I yanked the knife out hard, the belly tissue soft and pliable for the sharp blade. 




His hands went to his stomach and he lifted them, surprised at the blood that coated them. There was a stupid look on his face that made me wish I had a camera to capture it forever. Bye bye, Senior. A one-way ticket to Hell, coming right up.




He cried out and his feeble hands came up to try and fight me off, but I was motivated. Really fucking motivated.




The second stab was harder and deflected off of his ribs. I yanked back quickly, not wanting to give him any time to recover. With the third, I hit pay dirt and it cleanly went through the space between his ribs, plunging in and taking out his lung. The gasp of air that he expelled and the blood on his lips confirmed my target. 




Using the hilt of the knife, I punched him hard in the face to get him off of me. He had been fighting me hard, but I barely noticed it. We were both nude and I was the one with the weapon. It was almost too easy. 




I pushed his dazed ass off of me and he fell on his back on the bed. He wasn’t dead yet and was gasping like a fish. He still had some time before he met his maker. I looked down at him, his eyes had clouded over. I hoped all the horrors he had visited on other people were flashing before his eyes. If there was any justice in this godforsaken world there would be a hell and he would be joining his evil compatriots shortly. My newly formed nihilistic frame-of-mind didn’t think so, but a girl could hope.




I had no more time for Brandon Senior. I didn’t even gift him with a parting shot or a bit of gloating. I stood from the bed, catching my reflection in the mirror again. I was covered in blood. It was even smeared across my face and down across my breasts. I was red to the elbows and the bloody knife was still gripped tightly in my hand. Even my hair was matted with the red liquid.




There I was. Welcome back, Alexis.

















Forty-One | Bad Venereal Diseases

ALEXIS

I managed to scrounge up a t-shirt and a pair of jeans that didn’t look too big. I rolled them a few times to get them to stay in place and then slipped on Senior’s boots, which were oversized and clumsy. I was better off barefoot, so I pushed them to the side. 




I would have to wait for the place to clear out. I could still hear the sound of voices and the occasional laughter as the men continued to party outside the office. It was the longest hours of my life.




What if someone came in? What if Senior was needed? Could I take anyone that came through the door? 




I searched around the room some more, to the backdrop of Senior's death gurgles. I was looking for weapons or anything I could use to facilitate my escape. Senior was lazy about stowing his gear and I found three handguns and a holster piled on a chair. I put the holster on, cinching it to my body, and placed the third gun in the big man pocket of the jeans. I also found two more knives which were subsequently placed at my back and in another pocket. 




If they did come in, I would have to shoot them and that would draw the men. I didn’t have enough ammunition and I wasn’t that good of a shot to take out the entire crew. 




It was my only option though. 




I went through the entire room again, loading up on as much ammunition as I could. I even got to look in the other mystery room, which turned out to be only a closet with of all things, paper money stacked in neat rows on shelf after shelf.  What a waste of space. There was room for a body, though. An idea struck me and I went over to the bed where Senior lay. He was close, he would turn soon. I yanked and pulled on him, his body hit the floor with a loud thunk. I took him by his legs and pulled him toward the closet. 




It was awkward to put him in, I had to turn him around and his squish his legs up to his chest. He coughed blood onto me and I watch as the life faded from his eyes. I wanted him turned. I wanted him to be a dead surprise in the closet. When his eyes shot back open, I slammed the door hard. It took a heavy push, but I got it closed. One zombie Senior coming right up! I giggled just thinking about one of the dumb shits opening up the door and getting a bite-load of their leader. 




Now it was time to wait. I sat down on the bed and faced the door. I pointed the gun and stayed on alert until my arm shook from the tension. Just as I was about to go insane from being inside my head, the lights dimmed and I knew it was almost time.




The din from outside the office grew to a minimum and I peeked out from behind the tarp to confirm that everyone had made their way to their personal domains. Most of the men grabbed a woman, fucked her for a few minutes and then sent her back to the store room as they passed out. It was the same tonight. I was just glad Romeo hadn’t come back and ruined my plan. It was obvious his intention had been to clock me and now they were formulating a plan, probably a smash and grab, probably tonight. 




Wouldn’t they be surprised when I got myself out of this mess? They should know better, I was never one to wait around for a knight in shining armor. Fuck the saving, just show up after the fact and give me the happily-ever-after kiss. I’ll take that. 




I glanced out from behind the tarp one more time. Melinda was on the move.  I watched as one of the girls, I couldn’t make out who it was, walked up to the night guard with Melinda trailing behind her. They both walked seductively up to the biker, their hips swinging, their stride accentuated. Were men this stupid?  Obviously. 




It didn’t take much convincing. The guard followed obediently and Melinda slowed down her pace. She fell behind, allowing him to walk ahead of her, making sure he followed the other girl. We had discussed this as we formulated the plan. She had to surprise him. She wasn’t skilled enough to take him down one on one.  She picked up a piece of metal shelving and slammed it into the back of his head as if she was taking aim at a baseball. It was a great hit. 




The guard stumbled but didn’t go down.




Oh, fuck. 




I was out of the door and moving fast but silent on my bare feet before my brain had time to react. There were only about 30 feet in between the guard and myself. He had turned, stumbled, and moved to grab Melinda, intent on taking her down. She looked scared out of her mind. She only had the one trick up her sleeve.




He was so intent on Melinda, he didn’t see me coming. I jumped on his back and plunged the knife, still wet with Senior’s blood, into his neck. He fell forward, bringing me with him. I managed to jump off of him as his big frame hit the floor hard.




I reached down and yanked the knife out of his neck and checked his pulse. His pulse was weak and stuttering. He would be dead soon. Just the way I liked him.




I looked up and met Melinda’s grim stare. There was no judgment, just a look of amazement.  Her hands still gripped the metal frame. I looked over at the other girl and realized with sickening disappointment that the second girl Melinda had recruited was Clara. The girl was like a bad venereal disease you just couldn’t shake. 




There was no stopping and reevaluating her choice of recruitment now though. If we didn’t move quickly, we would be found out. There were only a few sheets of plastic tarp separating us from the sadistic bikers. We needed to get moving. I guess I had to rescue Clara’s ass, again. 




I slapped the bloody knife in Clara’s hand and took sick pleasure in her gasp of fear when she took in my full appearance. I reached in my pocket and pulled out the handgun, checked the chamber and clicked the safety off.  I handed it to Melinda. I trusted her with a gun, not Clara.




I unharnessed both the guns at my sides and got them locked and loaded. I was the first to the door. Glaring at Clara when her shoes clacked on the linoleum, I was so tempted to just leave her, but I knew she would probably throw up a fuss and ruin our escape. Both girls were still dressed in slut attire, with clacking shoes. I motioned for them to remove them and they both did. We didn’t need the noise or the possibility of a sprained ankle. If I was going barefoot, so were they. 




The Southern Clan hadn’t done any enhancements to the security of the door, which was stupid on their part, but great for us. The only lock they had on it was the one that the grocery store had in place. It was easy to disengage from the inside. I pushed at the sliding glass doors, they were once electric, automatic and opened when they detected motion, but were now useless. They easily slid open, meant to be manual if the power ever went out. The freezing outside air blew in to greet me and I took a deep breath. I hadn’t breathed in air this good and fresh in a long time. 




“Cross the street to the school, fast and low,” I hissed. If the boys were running surveillance on the gang, the school was a logical choice. It was three stories with plenty of windows. It was a little close for comfort as far as tactical usage, they could also be at the Marina Complex, which was almost twenty stories and close enough for surveillance, but the flood gates were closed and they would have had to climb over the walls without being seen. I was betting on the school. And I was betting with our lives.

















Forty-Two | The Anti-Damsel

BLAKE

I paced the floor. I hadn’t slept in days, but there was no way I was going to sleep with every little emotion plaguing me. I could sleep when we had Alexis back. I just had to make sure I didn’t let it affect my concentration. Pace. Scope the camp across the street. Twenty push-ups. Repeat. On the fifth rep, add something different to the mix to shake things up. 




Zach was in the same pattern in the other room, except he couldn’t see the camp across the street. Baby and Murphey were asleep in the hallway, trying to get as much downtime as they could before we raided. Romeo and Alphonso were scouting for a second vehicle. 




I went to the window on my next circuit across the room and froze in my tracks. I fumbled for the NVGs and brought them up to my face. There was movement at the back door, a figure came running out, baggy clothes, another one followed…shit…is that?




“We have movement, I can’t confirm, but it looks like Lex just broke out of the base, need a pick-up now!” I called into the com. Romeo confirmed over the com and Zach came barreling into the room, waking up the girls in the hall, who came running in behind him.




He grabbed the NVGs out of my hand and began cursing.




“She couldn’t even sit tight and let us save her,” he growled. “Lock and load, looks like we’ve got to go and get our girl.”

















Forty-Three | About Fucking Time

ALEXIS

I grimaced as my bare feet found every sharp rock and piece of glass in between the store and the school, but it was nothing in comparison to my back which still burned and seeped blood from Senior’s torture. 



There was a shout behind us, just as we crossed Robert E. Lee and made it to the parking lot of the school. They had realized we were gone. They were coming for us. 




“It’s them!” Clara sobbed, looking to me as if I was going to go back there and take them all out for her. 




I pushed forward, we couldn’t stop now. Our only chance was the school and the hope that Romeo and his mystery man were there…and maybe…maybe…




I turned and sighted two bikers running fast behind us. I fired in quick succession. I only had a few shots and no extra clips. It was almost impossible to hit a moving target, especially if you couldn’t stop and take aim.  The shots weren’t meant to hit them. They did the trick, causing them to instinctively fall to the ground to avoid the bullets. It gave us a little more time to make it across the street.




Melinda slammed into the glass door of the front office and I watched in horror as she yanked on it, but it didn’t budge. It had better be open! It had to be open! 

One more pull and the door swung open. I breathed a sigh of relief when she disappeared into the dark office. Clara was not that far behind her. I turned, spread my legs and took aim. I fired off four more shots, one hit its intended target and the biker fell, he didn’t get up. The second biker kept coming. 




I fired off once more, but it missed and the gun clicked, I was empty. I had only two shots left in the second gun. Before I could freak out, I heard the scream of an engine tearing toward me. 




Friend or foe?




A black truck tore around the corner and slammed into the approaching biker, throwing him ten feet into the air. A man dressed in all black fatigues, his face covered in combat goggles and a SWAT hood came racing from the school just as the truck went into reverse and pulled in front of me. 




The man from the school walked casually over to the fallen man. He pressed a silence equipped handgun to the fallen man’s head and fired one round. 




Dead. There was no coming back from that.




Four dead. Four humans dead. No zombies.




The man turned to me, and his movements registered. I knew that walk.




He yanked off the goggles just as another man dressed in full combat gear exited the school and was by my side in an instant.




Zach.




Blake.




They stood over me, around me, their covered faces unreadable. They were both tense, like they didn't know what to do, didn't know what to do with me. I couldn't imagine what I looked like...covered in blood, hair matted, and I realized I was panting, almost hyperventilating.




“It’s about fucking time, boys.”

















Forty-Four | Thousand Yard Stare

ZACH

“Lex.” I reached my hand out to her. She was covered in blood from head to foot. It was splashed across her face and matted in her hair. She was wearing men’s clothing that was too big for her and looked very dirty. 




Her face was slimmer. She had lost weight and even in the dim light of the headlights I could tell there were dark circles under her eyes. 




Her eyes were wide and she was glancing around her, panic in her gaze. I wanted to take her in my arms, but she gripped the gun in her hand tightly. I had seen too many soldiers with that same look. If I tried to show her some comfort she might freak and turn on me. 




She couldn’t help it, she was in attack mode. I needed to get her back to the compound. We couldn’t stick around and play soldier anymore. Lex needed help and she needed to get home. 

















Forty-FIve | Clarity

ALEXIS

"We have to get the fuck out of here, now!" My voice was high-pitched and shaky even to my own ears. 




"Incoming!" A smaller figure pushed out of the school with an M4 raised and at the ready. I recognized Baby's voice immediately. There was another woman with her dressed in combat gear and they both had their guns raised, trained on two figures ahead of them. Melinda and Clara. They must have encountered them in the office. 




"Friendly," I cried out. "But we need to get the fuck out of here now!"




Clara and Melinda ran for the truck, but they were intercepted by Zach. He pushed himself in front of Clara, his tall frame towering over her. 




"Ain't gonna happen." He raised his gun and pointed it directly at her head. Uh oh. I should have seen this coming. Part of me wanted to leave her, let Zach force her away…but some little bit of me knew this was wrong.




"Zach, what the fuck?" Baby hissed. "We don't have time for this shit."




"She's not coming back with us. I should put a fucking bullet in her head right now."




"I deserve it," Clara said in a soft whisper and damn, if the little part of me that wanted Zach to pull the trigger got overruled by my logical, moralistic sensibilities. Fuck. My muddy brain, overrun by pain and panic, suddenly kicked into gear. I knew this wasn’t going to be good. We had to get out of here. I was surprised we weren’t being overrun by the bikers yet. 




"Don't, Zach, please don't do this." Blake raised his hands in supplication. "She's unarmed. We'll figure it out when we get back to the compound. Put the gun down." 




I had to make a decision. It was probably one I would regret later, but I couldn't let this continue. I walked up to Zach and pulled on his arm, pulling the gun away from Clara's head. 




"C'mon, baby, let's go home. Can you take me home?" Zach's arm dropped to his side and his eyes met mine. 




In a flurry of movement, Baby rushed up behind Clara and pulled her to the front of the truck.  She pushed her into the passenger side and then ran around to the driver's side, hissing at us to get moving. Blake helped Melinda get into the bed of the truck and Zach did the same with me. Before we were settled, Baby had slammed the truck into gear and was moving. 




"Church one, Grunt two, come in, this is Boss Team," Baby called into her com. "We've got the package, we are disengaging and returning to the nest. Over." 




"I thought you were exaggerating about your own personal army, Alexis," Melinda called over the sound of the wind as we rushed down Milne Boulevard, away from the bikers and their sadistic base. 




"I never exaggerate," I said, but I don't think she heard me. I could barely hear myself. The last few days were catching up to me fast; my head was swimming and the throbbing in my back was the only thing I could focus on. Both men were acting like they didn't know what to do with their hands. I sat squeezed between the two of them and they fluttered over me as if they didn't know if they could touch me. 




With each bump and jolt, I winced until it became obvious I was in a lot of pain. 




"Lex, Lex." I don’t know who was talking, my brain had become all fuzzy again and all I could hear was my name repeating over and over again. The wind rushed against my face and the slam of the truck over every pothole and bump were finally too much. I let the dizzy slide of pain wash over me and for the hundredth time this week I passed out. 

















Forty-Six | The Better Man

BLAKE

"What did they do to her?" I asked the girl that Alexis had called friendly. 




"What didn't they do," she answered.




“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Zach snarled. 




“Exactly what I said.” To give her credit, the woman didn’t back down when we both glared at her. “Those men are monsters and they treat women no better than pets. She got us out of there. She killed three of them on the way out. I think the leader, Senior, beat her something terrible before we left. I heard him screaming at her and the sound of whatever he was hitting her with.”




I gingerly moved Alexis until she was lying over Zach’s lap and I pulled up her shirt. It was a mess of blood and open wounds. He must have hit her with a switch. 




“Wrap her up,” I said to Zach, handing him a towel from my pack. He placed it over her frame. She looked so tiny and frail. I had never thought that about her before. She had always been a rock. Amazing. She could conquer anything you threw at her. The day I met her, she ruined me for all other females. There was no one like Alexis. And it wasn’t just her strength or her smarts. There was something about her, how she could look in the face of danger and crack a joke. How she could tear you to pieces with just a look. How she could also quantify your entire existence with a smile and a glance. 




I had questioned my reason for being here, for existing, and everything about life when I came off of my second tour, probably fucked up with PTSD and anything else you could think of. I thought marrying Clara would even it out. It hadn’t. I thought going into business with Zach would give me purpose. It helped me a little, but not enough. 




It wasn’t until the dead rose and tried to eat people that I finally found meaning in my life. And that meaning came in the form of a five foot ten brunette that decided to ram the levee protection gates and could swing a mean ax. And then I had to go and fucking ruin it. Just like I ruined everything else. 




I couldn’t blame Zach. If I was in his shoes, I would have wanted to kill Clara too. But really his gun should be pointed at me. I was the one that brought her here. I was the one that left Alexis and brought Clara back, stirring the pot. It was my fault she had been beaten, probably raped…it was all me. I’d seen many soldiers broken beyond repair from what they’d seen during combat, or experienced. This was no different. Has Lex been broken?




If she lost that light in her eyes, that fire…I would never forgive myself. I was pretty sure that even if it did come back, I wouldn’t be able to let it go. 




I looked over at her. Zach was cradling her gently against his chest. It’s where she belonged. Zach was always the better man. Alexis deserved the better man. That better man definitely wasn’t me. 

















Forty-Seven | Liquid Coping Method

ZACH

It took us three hours to make it back to the base. Three hours and Alexis never came to. We radioed ahead when we came into range and told them the situation. The gates were open and ready for us when we sped over the bridge. 




Isaiah was waiting, black bag in hand, and took a look at her back before we even got out of the truck. 




“She’ll need stitches for some, but it’s not that bad. It just looks really bad and she’s probably in shock. She’ll be fine.” He put a hand on my shoulder and I nodded. 




“Can we do it at the house? I don’t want her to wake up in the infirmary,” I asked and he agreed. 




“Hannah, take Clara and lock her up somewhere, I don’t want her roaming around the compound freely.” Blake motioned to Baby. He spotted Clara’s sister in the crowd and motioned her over. “Madison, this is Melinda, Heather Murphey and Alphonso Lopez, they are our guests. Please show them the barracks and supplies so they can get cleaned up and find a bunk.” She nodded and led them away. 




Blake looked in my direction and the mask of the leader slipped away from his face, revealing nothing but sorrow and pain. 




“Let’s drive her over to the house, break protocol for a change,” he said, alluding to the no driving around the island law that he had put in place when we first bought the land. Getting behind the wheel, he slowly pulled forward, worried that jostling her might cause her more pain. Alexis didn’t move though.  Isaiah sat next to her, watching her the whole time. I sat on the other side of her in the bed of the truck, it was the longest one-mile ride of my life. 




“I didn’t see Martinez,” Isaiah said casually when we pulled up to the house. 




“He didn’t make it.” 




Isaiah looked down at Lex, lying broken in the back of the truck, and I knew he was processing this information. We hadn’t lost anyone in a long time, not since the beginning. We had gotten too used to our safety. We had gotten too comfortable.  But the only way we could really be safe would be to stay locked away in our compound.  




That was unrealistic. We couldn’t cut ourselves off from the rest of the world. We needed things out in the world. Unfortunately, the world was a mess and in that mess people got hurt.




Isaiah had thought ahead and brought his emergency stretcher. We helped him get Alexis on it, facing her down on her stomach so we wouldn’t disturb her back. She stirred, but didn’t wake as we carted her through the house and laid her in the bed. 




Isaiah set up an IV drip and ran a line to her vein. 




“I can only medicate her with a local right now. I can’t risk overmedicating her, you’ll have to hold her down,” he explained. 




Blake and I hovered as he cut off her shirt and pants, revealing that she wore nothing underneath. She had lost even more weight than I thought and her back looked atrocious. Isaiah directed us here and there, boil water, grab towels, grab this and that and we did as he asked us to do. 




Grace showed up during the middle of it and pulled Blake away for a little while. She tried to grab me but I wasn’t moving. I knew I was pacing and making Isaiah nervous, but I had to stay. 




When he began to work on her back, Alexis came to and began shouting. She flailed and punched and bit and I had to hold her down. She got in a few good licks before Isaiah managed to inject her and knock her out. Her wounds were bleeding and I had to look away as Isaiah began fastidiously to stitch into her skin. No one should have to witness something like this.




When he was finally done, both of us sighed in relief. The wounds were jagged and nasty, but they weren’t that deep. She needed to be cleaned and I was ready to take care of it, but Grace forced her way back in.




“I’ll take care of cleaning her,” she bullied me out of the room. Claiming it was inappropriate and Lex wouldn’t like me to see her this way and a girl knew things and a whole bunch of bullshit. I left reluctantly. 




Cole was in the kitchen with Blake. The Peters tag team at work.  It looked like he had brought over a liquid coping method as a bottle of gin sat on the counter and Blake clutched a glass with clear liquid in it. He poured me a glass and offered one to Isaiah who turned it down.




“I gotta get back to the barracks. I need to clean my instruments. I’ll drive the truck back, Blake.” He took the keys from the counter and left us alone. 




When the silence got unbearable, Cole said simply, “Martinez.” And all we could do was nod. In my line of work, losing a team member was unbearable, but it happened and unfortunately, it happened too often. In this world, the same rules applied, except now it wasn’t a bunch of religious fanatics, it was our own people turned into zombies that were taking us down.




I swallowed my glass down in one gulp. It was only a few shots in the glass, I don’t play around. 




“He went out good?” Cole asked, looking at Blake and then at me.




“No.” I slammed my hand down on the counter. “He was bitten by a fucking zombie school girl, it turned him in minutes. There is nothing good about that.” 




Blake pinched the bridge of his nose, hiding how emotional his reaction was to my words. They hurt. But Martinez’s death was a farce. The Major had led us right into a shit show. He had paid with his own life, but the guy fucked all of us. There wasn’t supposed to be students, it was the goddamn summer, what high school is up and running during the summer? 




“But you got Lex out, that’s gotta mean something. He died saving her, Zach, no matter how he died, his death had meaning.” Cole and his fucking unicorn sprinkle mentality. I grabbed the bottle and poured another clear. I gulped it down and was rewarded with a warm fuzzy feeling that settled over my body. Blake followed suit and from the look of the bottle this wasn’t his second. 




“Yeah, we got Lex out,” I said under my breath. We had. But she lay in our bed hurt beyond belief. 




I looked up to see Grace coming down the hallway, smiling as always. She kissed her husband and her smile finally faltered when she took in our morose energy. 




“She’ll be fine. The doc has her on a light painkiller, antibiotic cocktail. She’ll sleep for a day or two and wake up. She’s still the same Lex. Don’t treat her any different.”




Neither Blake nor I responded and Grace shifted on her feet uneasily. 




“I’ll come back tomorrow and check on everyone,” Cole said and I nodded, acknowledging his statement. “Well, then, we’ll be going.” He put his arm around his wife and led her out of the house. 




I reached for the gin and poured the rest of the bottle into my glass.




“We got more of this shit?” I asked Blake. He went to the pantry and pulled out another bottle. 




“Plenty.” 




“Good, ‘cause I’m going to get ripped. You game?”

















Forty-Eight | Grow A Pair

BLAKE

Zach was true to his word. I’d never seen him like this. He was usually so tight-assed. I wasn’t trying to pace him, but I wasn’t far behind. I could still feel my fingertips, that was a good thing. Or was it?  The same shit that was haunting Zach was clanging around in my head too. 




“You know,” he said sitting down hard on the sofa, “I didn’t want to really say it out loud, but I think, this world, I kind of like it. Well, I liked it, now I don’t like it much.”




“You enjoying the apocalypse, Zach?” I laughed, and it was the first laugh in a long time that was actually fueled by amusement. What the hell was he talking about?




“I got this island. I got her, a crazy compound of people working together. No drama, no government breathing down our backs, no worrying about what stupid fucking reality star was doing what. It was just a group of people working together to live. You know what I mean? It was real.” He sighed and took a sip of his drink, at least he had stopped chugging them. 




“I never took you for an anarchist.” I poured out a couple more fingers of gin into my glass.




“Libertarian, close. But it ain’t that. It was just more like freedom. Real freedom. I didn’t have to worry about fucking taxes. If I need something, I take it, or we grew it, or we make it. Yeah, there are fucking dead people trying to eat me, but nothing is perfect…and then Lex.” He giggled like a fucking kid, it was ridiculous, Zach shouldn’t giggle. I threw a shoe at him. I don’t even know where the shoe came from, but it was useful. He ducked just in time. 




“You still have Lex, you douche, and you still got your tax-free living, you just realized that it’s a bit more fucked up than you had imagined. Why don’t you grow a pair?”




“You should fucking grow a pair, sniveling like an emo teen over leaving every five minutes.” He stood, knocking over half the stuff on the coffee table. “It’s all my fault,” he mocked in some stupid falsetto voice. 




“I don’t sound like that.” I rolled my eyes. He was trying to walk over me to do God knew what, so I assisted him by sticking my leg out. It tripped him. It was a total accident. There went the coffee table for good.




“Shit, Lex liked that one,” he said, pushing himself out of the rubble. It was now a mess of splintered wood. I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. Manly laugh, not girlish giggling. 




“You’ll get her another one, you know, just go and fucking take it. And you might have a zombie try to eat you while you take it, but you’ll kill it. Just like we’re going to kill those motherfuckers in Lakeview.” 




“I don’t want to, I just want to stay here in the compound. I don’t ever want to risk her again. I don’t want to risk anyone else from our group,” he whispered, sitting back down on the sofa, his task forgotten. He looked over at me, a frown on his face. 




“Okay, we don’t have to, we’ll just make sure Lex gets better, she’ll be back to normal in no time, you’ll have your girl,” it stuck in my throat just a tiny bit. Even though I told myself they were good together, it still hurt. 




“She’s your girl too, Blake,” he said and I shook my head. 




“Nah, y’all belong together. I fucked up. I thought, maybe, but I shouldn’t get in the middle.” 




“She loves you, she never stopped. She loves me too, but we sort of all fit together. I’m willing to give this a shot, if it’s what she wants. I just wanted to tell you that, you know, I’m okay with it.” 




“Things might be different now. We don’t know what happened, she could…” My voice wavered and I hid it by taking a long gulp of my drink. 




“At least she’s alive,” he said looking around for his glass, which he had knocked over on the floor. 




“There’s that,” I agreed.




“I’m serious, Blake, we’ll make this work. I want to make her happy and if it entails putting up with your ass, I’ll give it a go.” 




“Don’t expect me to fuck you too,” I grinned and he grinned back.




“Well, I always did think you were awfully pretty.” I found the other shoe and this time I didn’t miss.

















Forty-Nine | Progress

ZACH

My head hurt like a bitch. I hadn’t put down that much gin in a long time. My memory of the conversation with Blake was fuzzy, but I felt a bit lighter, like I had gotten some things off my chest. 




After cleaning up the mess we made in the front room, I went directly into Lex’s room. I checked her IV, bandages, keeping busy. I had to keep busy. 




I wasn’t in there ten minutes before the first knock on the door rang out. It was Grace Peters with breakfast. Thirty minutes later, it was Isaiah. Heather Murphey showed up with Baby an hour after that to talk strategy. She didn’t like any of my ideas. Fucking Army.




I went back to Lex’s bed. Blake paced back and forth. If he didn’t stop, I was going to punch him. I got up and walked out instead. Progress.




















Fifty | Sleeping Beauty

BLAKE

After a few hours of watching Lex sleep, I couldn’t take the waiting anymore. She would get better, and my staying in here and staring at her wasn’t going to make things quicken any. I wanted to be there when she woke up. Zach kept coming in and out of the room all day long. The doorbell kept ringing and I didn’t want to deal with any of it.




Bubba got it into his head that he wanted to arrange a memorial for Martinez. We didn’t have his body. It was still in the classroom in that school, but we could say a few words, eat a meal, whatever. It was too soon for me. I didn’t want to think about it, I didn’t want to think about any of it. 




I stood up abruptly and marched into the front room, coming to a stop when I noticed Zach wasn’t alone. Tammi was there with Heather Murphey and they didn’t look too pleased with Zach. 




“We have to act now, Zach, they are reeling with the loss of their leader. They are unorganized. As soon as Junior gets a stranglehold on that group, all bets are off. He’s nothing like his father, no heavy drug use, military background…he’ll be a formidable enemy once he flexes his muscles,” Murphey was saying when I walked in. 




They all turned and greeted me with grim expressions. 




“Just give me a few more days, ladies. That’s all I’m asking.” Zach ran his hand through his hair, which was growing out. 




“We don’t have a few more days,” Tammi said.




“Well, then you’ll have to go in without us. I’m not leaving this house until I know Lex is better.” 




“We don’t know when that will be!” Murphey exclaimed exasperated. 




“Soon, it’ll be soon,” I said, butting into the conversation. “Not to mention, Lex is a great strategist. She’ll be a very valuable asset when it comes to information on the gang. She pays attention, she knows protocol. She’ll be able to tell us things that the other girls wouldn’t think of. It’s how she got out of there. Wait for her to come to. You’ll thank us later.” 




“You think she’ll be up and about in twenty-four hours?” Murphey asked and I just nodded even though I wasn’t sure. Who knew what she had to heal before she could be up and about. 




The two women left but not before a parting shot from Tammi. “It smells like a bar in here, gentleman. Might want to get your shit tight before Sleeping Beauty wakes up.” 




“Fuck,” Zach cursed and made a grab for another bottle of gin. Not to clean up though. 




“Zach, maybe you…”




“Shut up, Blake.” He went straight for the back deck and I went back to Lex’s bed.

















Fifty-One | Playing Dirty

ALEXIS

For the first time, I awoke after blacking out and I knew exactly where I was. I was in my house; I could smell my sheets, the familiar softness of the bed and even the sound of the house around me was familiar. There was nothing like being home. I was finally home. 




My back still ached slightly even though I was lying on my stomach. I was grateful that I was here and not in the infirmary. I could feel the pull of bandages, so Isaiah must have already been here to fix me up. I moved my shoulders to experiment with my range of motion, and there was only a twinge of intense pain when I pushed up. I had been afraid that my back had been split open, but from the dull throb it was obvious it was bruised badly, but maybe not ripped open.  




"Fifty-six stitches." Blake's voice came from my left, and I turned my head to find him. He was sitting in a chair next to the bed. I expected a little warmer reaction to my waking, but he looked like a pot that that was about to simmer over. Anxious and worried. He reached out a hand and brushed my hair from my face.




"Isaiah played homemaker on your back for three hours. Zach had to hold you down until we finally just shot you up with the good shit. You've been out for two days."




"Two days, shit." I tried to sit up, but the pain shot through me again, and I held still too quiet down the roaring.




"You don't know the self-control it took to not storm into that place and kill every one of those motherfuckers." 




"As long as you wait for me to get back in working order and then I'll be right there next to you." 




"You aren't going near those men, Alexis. I can't...I can't sit here and look at you..."




"Damaged goods, huh, Blake?" I couldn't blame him. I had put him through a ton of shit and now I was all sorts of fucked up. He probably thought I had been fucked ten ways to Sunday...who knows what kind of diseases I might have. If I were him, I wouldn't want any part of me either.




"Jesus, you’ve got to be kidding me, is that what you think?" He leaned forward and grabbed for my hand. 




"What else?" I said softly.




"I was supposed to protect you, but instead I brought in a person that hurt you. I should never have left. I should never have abandoned you. I broke my promises and all over a woman that wasn't worth my attention, much less my loyalty. I should have let Zach kill her.”




"No, we did the right thing, killing her in cold blood wasn't an option. I'm pretty sure she endured hell at the hands of the bikers." My voice hitched thinking about what she must have gone through, what Melinda went through long before we arrived. "They need to be taken care of, I couldn’t give a shit about Clara."




"If it weren't for her, you wouldn't have gone through what you did...what did you go through?  Just the crap we went through to get you out. I can’t even imagine what they did to you. It makes me want to kill them all.”  




"I don't want to talk about that right now. And what do you mean, the shit that happened trying to get me out?” He just shook his head, tight-lipped.  




“Where's Zach?" I tried to push up onto my elbows again, but the pain was unbearable, so I fell back down onto my stomach. 




"Lemme get Isaiah." Blake stood.




"Where is Zach, Blake?" 




"He's around. There is a lot of stuff going on, Lex, he'll be in to see you soon." 




"I don't want fucking Isaiah, I want Zach." 




"You need the doc." He backed up out of the room and I wanted to throw a fucking fit, kick something, throw something but I couldn't even move. I felt so helpless stuck in this damn bed. 




And sure enough, Isaiah poked his head through the door five minutes later and I could practically feel my blood pressure skyrocketing. Where the fuck was Zach? Why wasn't he here? 




"How are we feeling?" Isaiah asked as he settled in the chair next to my bed.




"How do you think I'm feeling? Get me the fuck out of this bed, doc." 




"You aren't going anywhere, Lex, you've got to heal and you'll only heal in bed, resting." 




"I'll rest when I'm dead. Get me the fuck out of this bed." I kept my voice firm even though the pain had me gritting my teeth.




"Not going to happen," he insisted.




"I'll kick your ass when I get out of this bed..."




"I hate saying this, but I look forward to it," he laughed and grabbed my arm. On a good day, I could have shaken off his grip, but I was as weak as a kitten and all he had to do was inject the damn IV.   I hadn't even noticed I was hooked up to one.




"You play dirty," I whispered as whatever he hooked me up with took me down.  

















Fifty-Two | Giving In

BLAKE

I gave in and joined Zach after night fell. I knew we wouldn’t get any more visitors from the group, visitors that would judge and demand.




“Hey, you remember Nawzad?” he laughed when I sat down next to him. I don’t know why he was laughing. Nawzad was a fucking shit show. One of the ten worst places on Earth, Nawzad, Afghanistan. It was also the setting of one of my reoccurring nightmares.




“Yeah, how could I forget?” 




“We got pushed back and had to hole up in that house. What was that guy’s name, kept fucking trying to get me to screw one of his daughters or wives or something?” 




“Hafez,” I said to help him out. “And I don’t think he was trying to get you to have sex with one of them.”




“No, I’m pretty sure it was sex. He locked me in a room with one of them.” 




“That’s ridiculous, where was I?”




“I don’t know, where were you?” I just shrugged and he continued. “You remember how stir-crazy Martinez got? You remember I told him to find something to do with himself or I was going to knock him out?” 




“Yeah, I was there then,” I laughed.  “He was pacing around and talking to himself in Spanish. Driving us all crazy.”




“When he started telling bad jokes, you made him put on a burqa and do surveillance dressed as a woman just so I wouldn’t whale on him. That was priceless.”




“Shit, that worked so well, everyone was doing it by the time we left.”




“You got that idea from the 1st, admit it.”




“I did not! I was trying to get Martinez out of the house, he was such a pain in the ass back then.” I laughed again, but then fell silent. We had all been so young. We had believed ourselves immortal, until a few months later when we lost so many.




“How many does that make?” he whispered. 




“Twenty-three.”  I reached for the bottle of gin and he pulled it away.




“Someone’s got to stay alert, there’s not gonna be a twenty-fourth.” 




“Damn straight, but you gotta pull your head out of your ass, Zach. Lex asked about you. She’s going to throw a fit if you aren’t there the next time she wakes up.”




“I don’t want to be the one to tell her about Martinez. I can’t tell her that.” 




“Why not?” I asked.




“Because I know what she’s going to say. She’s going to say we shouldn’t have risked our lives for her, that it wasn’t worth it.”




“Okay, but what’s done is done. What aren’t you telling me, Zach?”




“Because, it was worth it…we got her back and I would do it all over again. And she’ll know it’s the truth just by looking at me. Martinez was my brother, but I would sacrifice anything for her…anything. What does that make me?”  He hung his head and I saw the battle that was raging inside of him.  The guilt emanated off of him in waves. And he was right. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I was too busy blaming myself, thinking about how things would have been different if I had stayed. 




But honestly, if I had a choice, there was nothing I wouldn’t do, wouldn't sacrifice, for Alexis. I had killed for her, sacrificed one of my own for her and I was willing to do whatever was necessary to be with her…even if it meant sharing her with Zach.  Was this that epic kind of love or was this some kind of crazy obsession? I didn’t know and frankly, I didn’t care. 




All that mattered was Alexis. 

















Fifty-Three | Douchebaggery & Zombie Juice

ALEXIS

I endured two days of douchebaggery from the doc and Blake before I couldn’t stand it anymore. I still hadn't seen Zach. The asshat was avoiding me and I needed to know why. Blake assured me that he had been here, just never when I was awake. On the second night, I had enough. I pushed myself up from the bed and when only a slight twinge hit me, there was nothing keeping me down. I was getting my ass out of bed, hell or high water.




It also helped that no one was sitting by my bed acting like a jailor. 




First things first, I stank. I stank, bad. I was surprised I hadn't gotten a staph infection just from the funk that permeated all my cracks and crevices. Can you say nasty butt fungus? Gross.




I ripped off the bandage and angled my back to the mirror. I caught sight of a nasty set of stitches running up and down my back. Senior had done a number on me. I should have stabbed him a few more times. I got into the shower and turned the spray on full blast. I tried to keep my back dry, but there were places on me that needed to be scrubbed and scrubbed hard. 




When I got out of the shower, I felt like a new person. And this new person wanted to kick some ass...first in the queue was Zach. 




I found him on the sofa, in the dark, his head in his hands, looking pathetic and hung over. He smelled like a brewery, and his usually clean-shaven look was all rocker chic and over-grown. 




"I'm the one kidnaped by the psycho ex-girlfriend, held hostage by a sadistic biker gang and you're here feeling sorry for yourself?” I stood in front of him, hands on my hips, not happy with this situation.




"Don't joke, Alexis, you're not even supposed to be up, you could hurt yourself." He looked up from his hands, and his bloodshot eyes couldn't conceal the pain that was there. 




Blake came in from the back room when he heard our voices. He didn't look much better than Zach. They must have hit Bubba's zombie juice hard last night. Men were so fragile. They were supposed to be the tough ones, and it might be true in the sense of strength of muscle, but when it came down to it, they were a mess when it came to emotional stressors. 




I had been the one that suffered at the hands of the Southern Clan, but Blake and Zach looked like they had been drug through the mud and spat out twice. 




"I'm fine, I can't stay in that bed one more moment. Please don't get the doc again, I'm fine," I said, ready to make a run for it if they started acting like mother hens.




"You're back might be better, but what about other things? We should really get Isaiah.” Zach went to stand, and I forced myself in front of him, making him sit back down. 




"Stop." I slipped between his legs and sat down on his lap. He would have to push me away if he wanted to get rid of me. Instead, his arms lightly went around me, touching my hips slightly as if anything more would break me. 




"Alexis, should you be...?" Blake stepped closer. 




"You two worry too much, it was my back...that's it, that's all that was hurt. It's stitched up, and I'm fine. Why do I feel like I'm repeating myself over and over again?" 




"But...other things, did they do other things...we couldn't see what happened..." Blake stuttered, and I threw my hands up to stop him.




"He beat me, when he tried to do other things, I killed him. End of story. Nothing else was done to me, stop treating me like I'm some injured bird...or I'm going to get pissed,” I stated, but I didn't mean the words, their concern was touching. 




"Nothing?" Zach asked, unbelievingly.




“Nothing.” I shook my head and held up my hands. “They were doing so much meth in that place, they were lucky they could speak much less get a hard-on.” Seems we weren't saying the “other things” out loud, so I eluded with them. I was okay with that. It wasn't something I wanted to talk about with my boys. 




"Now if you don't mind, I want to stop talking about the idiot brigade, unless we start making plans to storm the place and serve up all their heads as zombie chow," I laughed and this time I got a smile from both Zach and Blake. “We are going to take those fuckers out, right?” I looked up at them and they both nodded. 




“We have a plan, we have back-up,” Blake said.




“Ooh, I like back-up. Does our back-up have a lot of guns?”




“Our back-up has a lot of guns,” Zach laughed.




“Now you two know a way to a girl’s heart,” I smirked and I finally felt at ease. I had my boys by my side, I was home and there was suddenly nothing to worry about but maybe a little ass-kicking. I could handle this. 




I turned my face up to Zach and he tentatively took my mouth. It was like our first kiss, hesitant, but he allowed me the opportunity to pull back if I needed space. I didn’t need space, if anything, I needed less space. I needed to push back this feeling of emptiness that had taken root in my soul. I didn’t want to feel alone. I didn’t want to feel like I was on this path by myself. 




“I missed you guys,” I whispered and was surprised as a fat tear slid down my cheek and splattered on my chest. I hadn’t cried this much since high school. I was going to lose my street cred if I wasn’t careful. 




I could feel Blake’s anxiety above me, his churning thoughts as he stood there waiting for something, anything. I looked up as Zach took my face in his hands and wiped away my tears. I reached out a hand to Blake. 




It didn’t take much urging. Just a slight tug from me and he was lowering his big frame next to us on the sofa. I broke away from Zach and scooted into Blake’s lap. I sighed in utter bliss as Blake’s lips met mine. His kiss was so different from Zach’s tentative caress. Blake took, Zach seduced. He pushed past my defenses, taking my mouth just like I wanted him to. He stroked his tongue across my own, sucking my lip into his mouth and I moaned as my whole body came alive. 




What pain? 




I felt Zach’s hand slide up and down my sides and I moved my legs until they were across his lap. Blake held me in place as Zach pushed my shirt up. I had only thrown a large tee on over my damp body, so I was completely exposed as my shirt went up. 




Blake finished the act, pulling the shirt up and over my head, being careful with my back as he exposed my body to their hungry eyes. With one quick move, Zach was on his knees in front of me. He leaned over me, taking my breasts into his mouth as Blake began to kiss me again, his arm supporting my back so I was held up and steady. 




When Zach began to kiss lower, moving down my stomach, toward warmer regions, Blake’s hand replaced Zach’s mouth. His big hand cupped my breast and massaged it gently. He squeezed and used his thumb and forefinger to pinch at my nipple. He pulled at my nipples as Zach moved lower, his hand reaching down and pushing my legs apart so he could position himself better between my legs.




Zach started at my knee. I felt his hot breath as he settled himself and began to lick and kiss me, down my thighs, teasing me with his tongue, making me wait and yearn for what was about to come. 




Blake moved behind me, using his body to prop me up and draping his arms over me. He used both hands to pinch and pull at my nipples. He put a pillow lightly behind me so my back wouldn’t stick to him and mess up my stitches. It was thoughtful and touching all at once and again I felt those hot thick tears on my cheeks. 




“We would have moved heaven and earth to get to you, baby,” Blake said and I turned my head, offering my mouth for his exploration. 




When I felt Zach kiss lower, closer to my core, I couldn’t help it. I wantonly pushed my body up to him, inviting him to explore, to penetrate, to touch. Blake broke away from the kiss to watch as Zach finally began to lick at the folds of my sex, forcing a moan from my mouth. I moved against his mouth and he pushed in deeper, thrusting his tongue inside me. He brought his hand up and rubbed his finger across my clit, making me squirm and cry out from the pleasure. 




Blake continued to rub my breasts, kneaded them in just the right way, the perfect tempo to match Zach’s licking. It didn’t take long for the heat to build up, the orgasm teased at my senses. I was between the two men I loved, back where I was supposed to be, with their hands and their mouths on me. I felt the warm tingle start in my core and spread out through my entire body as the orgasm overtook me. It wasn’t mind-blowing like I’ve had in the past, or earth-shattering. It was warm and enveloping. It felt like comfort and contentment. The aftershocks made me jump and shake, especially as Zach refused to stop his ministrations, even after I began to pull away from him. I couldn’t take the intensity. My whole body tingled as I moaned out my release when the second one rolled through me. 




I was home. I was really home. 




















Fifty-Four | Better Than A Finger

ZACH

I scooped Alexis up into my arms. She was light, too light, and it pained me that she had lost so much weight since this whole shit went down. A tall girl like Alexis shouldn’t weigh this little, but it did make it easier for me to scoop her up as she squealed and held on to me for dear life. 




It made me feel strong and capable. Even though she was as light as a feather. 




“Where are you taking me?” she asked as I headed down the hallway. 




“To the bedroom, of course, we can’t all fit on the sofa.” I carried her into the bedroom and put her gently down on the mattress. Grabbing a few pillows, I propped her up so her back wouldn’t touch anything. 




Blake came in behind us, a huge grin on his face. How could he not be smiling? She was a sight. 




She had showered, so her hair was still damp. It hung down across her chest, clinging to her breasts. Her nipples peeked through the dark locks. Her deeply tanned nipples were tight and hard from Blake’s attention earlier and they stood at attention, asking for more.




Her skin was beautiful and untouched from what I could see, only her back had been marred and I was grateful for that. Not that the injuries turned me off, but every time I saw them I was reminded of what she had endured and all I wanted to focus on right now was her.




I pulled off my shirt and then my pants, hardening even more as I saw her eyes follow my movements, landing on my dick and making me grab it and show it off for her. She licked her lips and I nearly went undone right there.




I saw Blake undressing from the corner of my eye. If it had been anyone else, I would have been jealous. But, it was Blake. This was something new, something real we were trying out. I wouldn’t have been able to do this with any other person.




In our last supply run, a few of the men had stumble upon a goldmine of condoms and distributed them to the sexually active couples on the island. Feeling hopeful we would get her healed, I had grabbed a large box and put it in the nightstand. Alexis had been on birth control, but I knew she hadn’t taken a pill in at least a week. No matter how good we had it at the compound, we weren’t ready for babies. 




I threw the box on the bed and watched as Blake crawled up next to her and began exploring her body with his mouth. He kissed her and then moved to her tits, licking them and sucking them into his mouth. He reached down and ran a finger through her wet sex and she spread her legs, giving me a wonderful view. 




He dipped a finger inside of her, pushing it in and out as he flicked a tongue over her hard nipple. She moaned and I squeezed my dick to hold back the urge to push Blake aside and push myself into her. 




He looked over at me as he sucked her nipple in between his teeth and smiled. He was always such a shit. Such a show-off. But then he sat up, pushing forward on his knees. She knew exactly what to do and pulled at him, urging him closer until his dick was aligned with her mouth.




She reached up and wrapped one of her slim hands around his cock and tentatively licked the tip. Blake moaned and pushed forward, forcing her to open her mouth wider to accommodate him. He slid in and out between her lips, her hand pumping on his length to make up for the part she couldn’t swallow. It was quite a sight.




He slowly began to pump into her; his hand went to the back of her head to hold her in place, gently. I watched as she reached down and slid a finger over her clit, circling it with a precise movement and then began to match Blake’s thrusts with her own. 




I could do better than that finger. 




I had a condom in my hand. I ripped open the package and unrolled the sheath over my dick. I saw her eyes following me as she diligently took care of Blake. She spread her legs wider for me as I climbed onto the bed and positioned myself between her legs. Her sex was swollen, wet and ready. Her finger still circled her clit and I teased it by rubbing my dick across her fingers and clit. 




She moaned around Blake’s dick and I had to get inside her right then or I would bust. She was ready. I inched forward and pushed at her warm entrance. I slid easily into her, moving forward and pulling her legs over mine. I pushed further and she moaned louder, sucking on Blake’s cock more intensely. 




I began to thrust in and out. The sensation was amazing. Her body welcomed me, taking me in, conforming around me until all I felt was the sensation of our bodies joining. I pumped into her harder and watched her as she took Blake over the edge. 




As he pumped harder into her mouth, I did the same. He froze and then spilled into her mouth. I watched her suck harder on his dick, swallowing his come and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I came with one last, hard stroke into her wet core. She wrapped her legs around me, pulling me deeper into her and I could feel her pulsating as her own release washed over her.  The feeling was almost too much as all of us found our release together.




When I had emptied completely, I pulled out of her slowly, satisfied as she whined in protest. Blake was also pulling away from her, lying on his back to her left as I slid off the bed and disposed of the condom. My legs barely held me up as I fell down on the bed to the right of her. 

















Fifty-Five | Supposed to Be

BLAKE

What just happened blew my mind. I had never experienced anything like that before. I had gotten plenty of blowjobs, even from Alexis, but damn. Holy crap. I guess this was about the time I should drift away into pleasant sleep, but I was ready for more. I was panting, I could hear myself, and I sounded like a kid that had just run a marathon. I knew there was a stupid grin on my face and my dick was still hard as a rock. 




Alexis pushed herself onto her elbow and looked down at me and smiled. 




“I forgot how good you tasted, Blake,” she purred and I groaned. The things she said could inflate a guy’s ego. Not that it took much for me, but I liked it. She ran a hand up and down my chest and I watched as Zach’s arm snaked around her and he pushed up on his side next to her, his eyes going dark when he looked down at her back. 




Time for a distraction. I sat up and reached for a condom and held it up as an invitation. Alexis nodded eagerly. My girl. 




I unrolled it over my dick and she pushed me back on the bed, throwing her leg over me and aligning herself with my cock. She sat down, taking me inside of her in one quick push. She was so wet. I slid into her and I had never felt anything as exquisite as our bodies joining. I had been such a fool to leave. I was finally where I was supposed to be. 

















Fifty-Six | Need You Too

ALEXIS

I rode Blake hard, my body pumping over him. Our skin glistened with sweat as we set a fast pace. It had been months since I had joined with him, but it was like he had never left. I rode him and Zach lay to the side of us, just watching, his eyes following me as I rose over Blake’s hard body, the sound of our flesh slapping together oddly reassuring. 




Zach was hard again and he casually stroked himself as I moved up and down on top of Blake. I suddenly felt like there was a piece missing, but I was scared of what that meant. Of what that entailed. I needed it though. 




“Zach, I need you too,” I moaned. I could see the instant understanding come over his face and the hungry look that followed. 




Zach pushed himself up into a sitting position and came around to my back. Just his presence there both freaked me out a little and turned me on. It was different, it was hot. I wanted this so badly. 




He had something in his hand that he had grabbed from the side table but I couldn’t see it. I had slowed down, riding Blake with a subtle movement, a forward motion that stimulated my clit and had an orgasm building inside me, dying to be released. 




The weight of Zach’s body pressed against my back felt good. He gently reached around me and pushed his fingers into the folds of my sex, seeking out my clit. When he found it, he rubbed it hard. I moaned wantonly and began to push my body over Blake harder. With his other hand, Zach rubbed around the tight hole of my ass, spreading a warm liquid around its depth. He was using lube, getting me ready. 




He continued to circle my clit as I took Blake into me, stroking my body over him until the orgasm couldn’t be held back any longer. I screamed, not letting anything back as this one had me seeing stars. As the wave rode over me, both men pushed into me. Blake pushed into my pussy while Zach entered my ass. 




Zach didn’t force himself in, but he didn’t take his time either. He took me with the same intensity Blake set. They set a wonderful pace.  




There was nothing like this sensation. I was completely full, two men, completely overtaking me. Blake and Zach matched their rhythm, both pushing inside me together. There was nothing I could do, so I just held on and let them fuck me. They rode me and rode me well. Every nerve ending in my body was on fire, every piece of my skin was alive. I didn’t know where I ended and they began. 




I was talking incoherently. I heard words coming out of my mouth, sounds, noises, moans, but I didn’t know what they meant. The sensation of both of them was too great, too much, but it was also so amazing. I came again, hard, shaking violently as they held me to them. Their paces picked up even faster, their bodies pumping into mine. We were drenched in sweat, slick against each other, even in this cold winter weather. 




One of them stimulated my clit again, rubbing at its sensitive nub and I began to orgasm again, but this time I was rewarded with their combined shouts, their jerks of pleasure as they both came with me, emptying into me together. My boys. I had never dreamed my life could be like this. And now it would never be the same. I had Blake and I had Zach and I was home. 

















Fifty-Seven | The Morning After

ALEXIS

I awoke between my men. We had fallen asleep in the big master bedroom in the big white house that was my home, our home. I had survived a zombie apocalypse. I had survived being attacked by my boyfriend’s ex. I had survived being sold into sex-slavery for a case of MREs and even a brutal beating by a sadistic biker gang leader. And I was currently warm and fuzzy, pleasantly sore from having a raunchy threesome with two of the hottest guys left on the planet. Now I needed a t-shirt. Or really I just needed to pee.




As soon as I began to stir, a heavy arm snaked around me and I purred as Zach pulled me back against him. My back tingled with a slight pain, but not enough for me to stop him. 




“Morning, gorgeous,” he whispered in my ear. 




“Morning, handsome,” I purred back, reaching behind me and confirming that he was happy to see me. 




Blake had rolled over in his sleep, his back facing my front, but when he woke he turned around and faced me. Blake wasn’t big on niceties, no good mornings, or sweet murmurings. He pulled the sheet back, exposing my naked body, and immediately went to work showing me exactly how good of a morning it was. 




He started at my breasts, one of his favorite spots. He slapped at them lightly, playfully, and then sucked one into his mouth. Zach took my other breast into his mouth and it was surreal to watch both their heads bowed over me, bringing me pleasure. 




I began to moan and I spread my legs as I felt the wetness pool between them. Blake sat up and noticed my arousal, chuckling under his breath. 




“You always were such a naughty little girl, baby.” He reached down and ran a finger through the curls of my pubic hair, I knew I was very wet and sighed as he pushed through and took me with his finger. 




“She wet, Blake?” Zach asked, coming up from my breast and looking down my body. 




“She’s so wet and ready, Zach, I want to fuck her,” he moaned. “You want me to fuck you, Alexis?” Blake asked. 




“Yes,” I think I said, but it could have just been a garbled string of sounds, I was that turned on.




“I want to fuck her, and I want her to suck you while I fuck her.” Blake pulled at my arms until I was up and complaining, on my knees, but I quieted down when he bent me over so I was perpendicular to Zach, my ass facing Blake.




“Take him in your mouth, baby, show Zach how good you treated me last night.” I did what he said. I leaned forward and licked at Zach’s rigid dick. I licked the pre--come off the tip, the salty taste was divine in my mouth.  He moaned and it urged me on, urging me to take all of him, to swallow him whole. I heard the sound of a condom tearing open and then Blake was pushing into me from behind as I took Zach deep into my mouth. 




I reached up and gripped Zach’s dick as Blake thrust behind me. I pumped him into my mouth and bobbed up and down over his sizable length. 




“You feel so good, baby, I like watching you suck Zach off while I take you from behind,” Blake urged. I liked it too. I slammed myself back onto Blake’s dick, pushing him to take me harder as I picked up the pace with Zach, moving my hand up and down, and sucking him in deeper. 




I knew Zach was about to come. His whole body went tense, so I sucked harder, pumped harder. He emptied into my mouth, the hot liquid pouring down my throat as I swallowed him with enthusiasm. 




“Damn, that was hot,” Zach groaned and I pushed onto my hands, my back rigid as Blake continued to take me from behind, hard. 




“She loves fucking us both.” Blake swatted at my ass, not hard, but enough to get my attention. 




“I do,” I moaned.




He grabbed my hips, pulling me back onto him. Zach got to his knees, rubbing on my body, over the uninjured parts of my back, over my ass.




I fell over the edge, somewhere in the middle. It was a tidal wave of curses, declarations of love and maybe a few shouts to the goddess of orgasms. I was so out of it, I wasn’t even aware when Blake came. I just noticed the absence of him as he pulled out of me. 




“Morning,” he whispered. 




“Morning,” Zach laughed.




“Morning,” I added as I leaned over and kissed both my men, not caring that my breath probably stunk like a sleep fairy crawled in and took a shit. Neither cared. It was Zach and Blake. 

















Fifty-Eight | Enjoy the Warm Fuzzies

BLAKE

After a shower that included a little play for all of us, we came down for a satisfying breakfast of protein bars and instant coffee with powdered milk. And then we stood around looking at each other without a clue as to what to do.




“Is this the awkward morning after?” Alexis fell into a fit of giggles, looking from me to Zach and then back again. She looked so young with her hair twisted up in a sloppy bun, wearing teal sweats that were too big on her and had SEXY glittered across her ass. She claimed they were the only ones at the store we had looted them from, but I think she secretly liked them. 




It was also damn true. Sexy, that is. She couldn’t wear a bra because of her back and she had on a white cotton tee. The cold air had her nipples hard and they were poking through the thin fabric. It was damn distracting, not awkward at all. 




Zach must have been focused on the same thing and he sidled close to her, whispered something in her ear and brushed a hand over her pert nipples. 




“No, nothing awkward about what we did,” she sighed, letting her head hang back as he began to nuzzle at her neck. 




I liked watching them together, which was surprising. When it was just Alexis and me, I thought it was a turn-on when Zach watched, but I would never have guessed that the opposite was true. I wouldn’t have thought that I would enjoy seeing my friend, my brother, with the woman I loved. 




It felt right. It felt right when I was with her. It felt right when we were both with her. I never would have imagined a conclusion quite like this. Because that’s what this was. This was forever, this was home. 




I walked up to the two of them and took Alexis’s face in my hands, kissing her gently. I reached out and grabbed Zach by the bicep before he could move away. 




“There is nothing awkward at all, Lex. This is real, this is us, this is how it’s supposed to be. I’ve never felt more right in my life. I’ve never felt more content. I’ve never felt more in love.” Her lips found mine and I kissed her quickly, looking up and catching Zach’s eye. 




“I mean that, brother.” I squeezed his arm and he nodded. “I love you, Alexis. I love the both of you. Zach, you’re my brother, in all ways but one, and Alexis, we’ve both proven that we would do anything for you. I’m here to stay, if you two will have me.”




Zach’s arm came up and around me and he pulled me in for a one-armed hug, his other arm firmly around Lex, who slipped her arm around my waist. 




“You were always such an emo, Blake,” Zach laughed but still kept his arm around me. 




“Better than being an emotionless asshat.”




“Shut up, you two, and just enjoy the warm fuzzies. I have a feeling that the moment we walk out of this door, they’ll be few and far between.” 




Her words had a sobering effect. Because we all knew they were true.

















Fifty-Nine | Sanctuary Be Damned

ALEXIS

The moments slipped into each other as we enjoyed each other’s company. They lasted forever, but were way too short. We knew we couldn’t stay hidden forever. We knew as the dawn crested over the water that we would have to leave the sanctuary we had created, the one that we had just found in each other’s arms. If we didn’t go to them, they would find us. 




We put on our thick coats and we left the warm house. It felt like I was marching to my death. But really it was only responsibility. I could have stayed in that bed for weeks, languishing in my lovers’ arms. But we had a responsibility. We had a goal. We couldn’t survive without the people around us and they were waiting for us. 




The boys wouldn’t let me fraternize with anyone until I saw the doc and he pronounced me fit for service.  We went straight to the barracks, going the back way and using the stupid golf cart because of my “health issues”.  We slipped in the back door to go to the infirmary so we wouldn’t be harassed by anyone. I felt like I was sneaking around my own home. 




“Everything’s healed nicely, Lex, no inflammation or hint of infection. You were lucky, it probably won’t even scar, at least not that badly. You’ll have light marks for a time, but if you can scrounge up some cocoa butter or Vitamin E, have Zach rub it on when they are completely closed, you should be fine.” 




“I don’t really care about the scars. I’m just worried about getting back to work. I’m good, right? I can get back on the rotation?”



“I wouldn’t do any heavy lifting if I were you, or any strenuous activities. I don’t want you to rip open those wounds. Other than that, you’re good to go.” 




“Fantastic.” I jumped off the gurney, patted him on the back and headed for the door.




“Lex, wait a sec, just because your back is fine, doesn’t mean you should just jump right back in. You can take a little time, get your head straight. Everyone will understand.” 




I actually laughed. I know he was trying to be helpful, but sitting around contemplating my existence wouldn’t help me. 




“My head is straight, Doc, but thanks for the suggestion. Action is going to help me out a lot more than inaction. And there is a lot of action needed.” I didn’t let him respond. I had things to do now that I was pumped to go.

















Sixty | Oohrah

ZACH

I hadn’t gotten into the building ten steps before I had Romeo on my heels.




“Tammi’s in the conference room. A few of the Guard pulled up this morning, there’s one in there with her, an Ivan Poche. I don’t remember him from the church, but it looks like he might have stepped up in the Major’s place. They want to see you and Blake. I don’t like how they are pressuring us. We just lost one of our own, they can’t expect us to go in there guns blazing. I want to take that shit out as much as the rest of us, but I don’t want to lose another man.” 




“They lost one too, though, so I guess they are saying the exact opposite about us.”




“Yeah, but they have an agenda. They have no established base, and they want Lakeview for its location, not because of moral reasons.” He pushed the door open to the stairs and held it open for me. 




“And we want it because of revenge and to eliminate an enemy at our back. Who’s more justified?”




“And to get those women and children out of there.” He looked over at me as if I had grown a second head.




“Yeah, you’re right. We got Lex out, I can’t even think about anyone else dealing with that shit.” 




“I’ve thoroughly debriefed Melinda, the girl that got out with Lex, along with Clara and Lani. The bikers don’t sound like they have their shit together at all, but they have a lot of weapons. If you give a monkey a machine gun, he’ll hit something.” 




“Ever cheerful, Romeo.” I cursed under my breath as I crossed the threshold of the conference room and took in Tammi and the new weekend warrior. 




“I’m assuming y’all aren’t here to play cards,” I said in greeting. There was evidence of a card game scattered to the side of the table. The two turned from the map we had spread out on the light table in the corner. It had all our supply locations we’d hit mapped out, along with camps we knew we could fall back to if something ever happened to our compound.




“Zachary James, this is Sergeant Ivan Poche, he’s taken command of the remaining Guard,” Tammi said without batting an eye. Poche shook my hand, pumping it hard and almost comically.




“Don’t hurt yourself, sparky,” Tammi said, her face still stoic as she looked over at Poche. I had to choke back a laugh as I released Sparky’s hand. 




“So, Marine, huh?” He was short for a man, around five six or seven. He also showed signs of having a paunch, now all dried up from the apocalypse diet. His Army diggies hung on him, too big in the gut. The apocalypse had a way of slimming down the overfed.




“Marine Raider,” I said in response.




“Oh yeah, heard about that group, y’all made a mess of Afghanistan back when we first went in.”




“Before my time. They had all their kinks worked out by my time. You did a combat deployment?” I asked.




“Not combat, supply, but I did two tours. Seems like a long time ago.” 




 “Not long enough,” I grunted and slapped him on the back. Hopefully now that he got his war story comparison out of his system, he could show me his cards. “And now we’re back in the shit, only this time we’re fighting dead people and biker gangs, gotta love the irony. Wonder how the haji are dealing with the dead?” I asked him.







“Maybe they started this shit, fucking biological warfare. I think I read a book or something where they did that. Cooked it up in the desert and let it loose in all of our ports.” 




“I don’t have a clue how this all went down, so I would only be guessing.  Since this all started, we haven’t had any contact outside of the city. Have y’all heard anything? The Major said he had been in contact with a group that had set up at Bragg.”




“We had a few radio bursts with a unit that is claiming to be out of Polk, nothing more. It’s only a matter of time. Once we establish control in Lakeview, we can send out scouting parties, get better equipment, maybe run to Belle Chasse or even Keesler in Biloxi.”




“And you’re basing this all on capturing Lakeview?”




“There is no other option. They are centrally located, in the best position and they are drawing in any travelers through the city, killing and imprisoning them or chasing them off. We can’t let them continue, not to mention they are in a strategic location and most of the equipment from the one-eighteen is there. We need to get that stuff back. We have to take back Lakeview, even if it means killing off every last one of those bikers. The human race has a chance to start over. It’s a shame that scum like that is what survived.”




“Preaching to the choir,” I drawled. I guess we were going to take down Lakeview. I knew it had to happen. I just didn’t think we had to jump right on it.




“So, you signed us up, Zach,” Blake said coming in the room behind me. He didn’t look pleased with the conversation he had just walked into.




“Gonna take down the biker gang, do a little land grab,” I said half-heartedly.




“Oorah.” 




“Oorah,” I replied, a little numb. 

















Sixty-One | Supposed to Be

ALEXIS

Blake and Zach were in the conference room with two people that I hadn’t met, and Romeo. When I walked in, everyone turned to face me, and a big smile broke out on Romeo’s face as he walked over and pulled me into a big bear hug. Whoa, that was unexpected. When I froze, not because I didn’t like Romeo, I just wasn’t used to emotion from him, he seemed to regain his composure and pulled away. He patted me on the back awkwardly to try and cover up his obvious happiness seeing me up and kicking. Blake stepped up with murder in his eyes when he saw my wince of pain, but I shook my head to stop him. There was no reason to get everyone worked up about a few stitches, it was going to happen a lot, I was used to the pain. 




“Glad you made it through the shit.” Romeo stepped back and looked me in the eye as if checking for any sign of breakage. “Looks like you have to eat a bit more though.”




“Everyone wants to feed me,” I said brushing away his concern. “I’m finally a size four, never thought that would happen in this lifetime.” I deflect well. 




“She’s heard it enough from us, Romeo.” Zach pushed through the crowd and gave me a look that I read as his “concerned” face. Being a victim had ruined my street cred. I guess he had forgotten the fact that I had gotten my own ass out of that shithole. Hello, I kicked ass. 




“Who’re the newbs?” I asked looking over at the new faces. One was a tall woman in her late twenties with mocha skin and her hair pulled back in a tight bun. The other was an older gentleman, probably in his forties, with military written all over him. Didn’t help that he was wearing those weird digital camouflage uniforms that looked like a Photoshop file gone wrong. 




“This is Tammi Ryan and Ivan Poche. We hooked up with them while trying to find you.  Ryan is a State Trooper and Poche is National Guard.”  I walked over and shook their hands. 




“We’re trying to get your group to take down the Lakeview gang with us, seems we finally came to an agreement. This has to be done. This cancer has to be eradicated before it expands,” Tammi Ryan stated plainly. “We became aware of them about a month ago and they’ve been our primary focus ever since. I’m glad you made it out of there. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.” 




“From what I’ve heard, I was lucky. Have you spoken to Melinda yet?” I changed the subject. I still didn’t want to go there, I will not paint victim across my forehead.  “She was in the camp for a lot longer than I was.”




“Yes, and from what she’s told us, they’re not very organized and most of the men in the camp are just as much prisoners as the women and children,” Ivan said. They were looking down at a map of the Lakeview area. 




“Lakeview is an optimal base of operations. If we were to regain control of the area, we could close the floodgates and have only one or two points of entry, creating a living area on par with the old walled cities of the past,” Tammi said, indicating points on the map. “This was our goal when we pushed into the neighborhood, only to find that a biker gang had already taken up residence.”




“Y’all hooked up with police and the Guard and you are just telling me now?” I looked at Zach and he just shrugged.




“We were a little busy,” Blake chuckled and I could have kicked him. 




“What kind of numbers do y’all have? Shit, are you in contact with any type of command?” I asked Ivan.




“We made contact with Fort Polk a couple weeks ago, but the connection has been spotty. They’re still semi-organized, from what we can tell. We reported in and are waiting for word. We’ll see.” He shrugged and moved back to the map. 




I moved up next to them and looked down at the map. The base was clearly marked and there were other points on the map they had marked, probably what were look-out stations for the gang. It looked like the bikers watched all of the points of entry, except the North, which was the Lakeshore area and secured by a large levee. It could be easily breached though. If we went in through that area we would have a few blocks to cover through the neighborhood, but we could drive the utility vehicles over the levee, they weren’t that steep. 




“What’s this?” I tapped an area that was marked off near the interstate. 




“Our FOB.” When I looked at Ivan in question, he laughed and responded, “Our closest base of operations. We have six troopers and ten soldiers holed up in a church. The gang doesn’t push this far, they usually head into Metairie.” 




“So, when are we doing this? When are we taking the fuckers out?” I asked.




“There isn’t a ‘we’ in this, Lex, you’re staying here and letting us handle it,” Blake said.




“Don’t even start with your caveman bullshit. If anyone deserves a little payback, it’s me. I’ve already taken out their leader…that’s more than you two.” He looked pissed, but I didn’t care. I was tired of him looking at me like I was a victim. The word RAPE emblazoned on my forehead like a pathetic beacon of victimhood. I was pretty sure that they didn’t believe me when I said nothing had happened. It was in the way they looked at me, the way they had first touched me. It had started to wear off yesterday. I thought it was completely gone this morning, but now those looks were back.  




“Alexis, I know you killed their leader, but this is going to require a tactical assault and we’ve been trained,” Zach said, but my look cut him off. 




“You can’t cut me out of this, Zach. I’ll stay out of the way of any tactical shit, but I’m going in and I’m going to make sure a bullet lodges itself in Junior’s brain. I need this.” 




They both looked skeptical, but I could tell they were going to let me come with them. Right before I had to blackmail them with no sex for a week, Tammi stepped up and slapped her hand on the desk. 




“I say the more skilled shots we have with us the better, and now you have to fill me in on Junior.” I could have hugged her.




“Oh, y’all better sit down. I got a few things to tell you about this place.” 




It was time to get a couple of things off my chest.




“And where is Martinez? Shouldn’t he be in on this?”

















Sixty-Two | Well, Shit

ZACH

How do you respond to that? We all just sort of turned and looked at her. No one spoke, Poche looked confused. Alexis wasn’t stupid, she caught on quick. 




“What happened to him?”




“We lost him when we were running surveillance at the school,” Blake said. 




“Biker or zombie?” she asked straight-up.




“Zombie,” I said. 




“We lost the leader of the National Guard group too,” Tammi added, like this was some sort of condolence. 




“There were just too many of them, we were almost out, he got bit, it could have been avoided,” Blake said and my guilt made it out to be an accusation, even though I knew he wasn’t directing it at me. It still hurt.




“He died trying to get me out,” Alexis said quietly, pulling out a chair and sitting down. 




“Even if you weren’t captured by the gang, we would have gone in. We came out this way to recruit your group in an effort to take them down with help. We would have gone in no matter what. We would have run surveillance at the school. The Major would have led everyone into the gym, just like he did on that mission. There would have been casualties. Martinez’s death seems pointless and tragic, but we will take Lakeview and we will eradicate the scum that has set up shop there. We’ll free the ones they’re holding hostage and Martinez’s sacrifice will be for that cause. He was a soldier and he died in pursuit of the promotion of freedom. He was a hero and he died a hero,” Tammi said and I was surprised to find that her eyes glistened with unshed tears. She really meant what she said. She believed in this mission. She didn’t want Lakeview for its strategic positioning. Her goal was to free the women and children and eradicate the gang. 




Alexis wasn’t holding back her tears and I went to her side, pulling her to her feet and wrapping my arms around her. 




“His last thoughts were of you and getting you out,” I whispered and a sob escaped her lips. 




“Just when things seem right, when I find a moment of happiness, it gets ripped away from me,” she hiccupped. 




“I know, Lex, I know. We wanted to tell you, but it just got away from us. We didn’t know how to bring it up.”




Blake stood to the side of us. A few times he reached out, but put his hand back down. I knew he wanted to join us, reassure Lex, but we were unsure about people’s impressions and what they would think. I personally didn’t give a fuck, but this wasn't the time to assert our lifestyle.  It was a conversation for later. 




“I need a moment,” Lex said, pulling from my arms and making a beeline for the hallway. 




“Why don’t we go see what Bubba cooked up for lunch.” I held the door open as everyone filed out, playing host, but only wanting to go to Lex.

















Sixty-Three | Chances Are

BLAKE

I found her in my old office, sitting on the floor wiping at her eyes. I sat down next to her and didn’t say a thing. 




“You shouldn’t have risked coming to get me,” she said softly.  




“And I shouldn’t have left. We could place the blame anywhere, baby.” 




“I know, but, hell…Martinez, I just, he was the best of us.” 




“It usually is, Lex, it’s never the asshole, it’s never the skater. It’s always the best of us that throws himself on the IED or takes one in the head from the fucking sniper because he was hanging back to make sure everyone made it inside. Which is what Martinez was doing, he was making sure all of us got safe. He was the last one out, as usual, and he got bit. I can’t say anything that would make it better, all I can hope is that he’s found peace. Whatever that may be.” I took her hand in mine. Her skin was soft, but a light layer of moisture clung to her, like she had broken out in a sweat. I felt a momentary panic and sucked in a breath.




“Lex, are you feeling okay, why are you sweating?” I looked into her face and noticed a thin line of sweat clung to her upper lip. 




“I’m fine, I was doing push-ups and then I gave up and sat in the corner when it didn't do anything to stop the crazy thoughts.” She made a halfhearted noise, somewhere between a laugh or a sob, I couldn’t tell. 




“My baby.” I pulled her into a hug and she crawled into my lap. When she began to shake as the tears came again, all I could do was whisper over and over again, “It’ll be okay.” Even though I wasn’t completely sure it would be. Because, deep in the back of my mind rang the question, who would be next? When we went back into Lakeview, who would it be? Baby? Me? Zach? Or worse, Lex? Because chances were, it was going to be someone and I didn’t want to take that chance. But we had to. We didn’t have much choice, it was them or us.

















Sixty-Four | Small World

ALEXIS

I wouldn’t say I was better, but after a while I was ready to join humanity. I got the cry out, now it was time to pull up the big girl panties, pick up my gun and get this shit done. 




Blake held on to me as we made our way down to the cafeteria. I had to swat at him to stop hovering when he all but offered to eat the food for me. I sat down with the group, Baby and another new face joined us, another female…I’m sure Mar…shit, well I'm sure the guys loved the influx of estrogen into the compound. 




“Heather Murphey,” she introduced herself and held out her hand and even though she was dressed in sweats, I could tell immediately she was a grunt like the rest of them. 




“Murphey was in basic with me,” Baby said between mouthfuls, “Small fucking world, right, Lex?” 




“Small world,” I said, looking at Heather and thinking that must have been some group of women. Heather wasn’t as stunning as Baby, but she wasn’t bad looking. She was as tall as me and had a little more weight to her, all muscle of course. She had honey brown hair and striking amber eyes that drew you in. 




“You were with the National Guard?” I asked.




“Yeah, I went Guard after a couple of tours. They promised I wouldn’t go in again, then this shit happens.” She shrugged and began shoveling food in her mouth in typical military fashion. I had gotten accustomed to watching people feed themselves this way, especially around this group, but it was a bit unsettling. They never stopped to breathe or taste. It’s a little fascinating, how they can put that much food in their mouths, swallow, talk and chew in only a few minutes. And then get up and run a few miles. 




Crazy.




“I hate to do this to you, Alexis,” Tammi cut in, sitting down next to Heather, her plate now empty. “But, can you fill us in on your time with the gang? Anything you can tell us about their habits, their movements?”




“Where do I start? Shit.” I was talking to myself out loud, trying to get priorities straight in my head, but Tammi thought I was actually asking for prompting or clarification. 




“Anything that you think will help,” she said, cop-voice in full effect.




“They run on four-hour shifts and they change them out at the typical times, noon, four, eight, which you might expect. Between shifts, they are not expected to stay sober, even the ones that are running guard duty. But that might have changed with Junior in power. Even though I don’t see him laying down the law that quickly, there were a lot of men loyal to his father and they did things like his father. They would push back if he tried to cut back on the drug usage and alcohol.” 




I had all of their attention. Ivan sat down at our table and the rest of the grunts pushed in closer.




“They cook the meth outside and I didn’t see where it’s refined, but I’m assuming they have a trailer or storage shed or something. The civilians, what they call cagers or citizens, do all of the cooking and refining. They run guards on the men that aren’t allowed in the main area, but from what I can tell, it’s lax and the men are kept in check because of the women and children. They keep the women and children separated. The women are kept in the main building because of necessity and easy access to the bikers. If we went in through the main building, we would have to evacuate the women quickly, maybe through an access point in the back, or through the roof. It’s not that stable there. Most of the guns are kept in the front area, which is going to be where the main firefight will be, unless you stage some kind of distraction. I really think that might be the best bet. If we go in through the main building, they could potentially take the women hostage…or we could try and evacuate the women first to get rid of that obstacle. Then we could cut down on a lot of casualties. I suggest going through the roof.”




“That’s smart. Why do you think the roof?” Tammi asked.




“They’ve already compromised the structure when they cut some kind of hole in the roof to make for a chimney. We could easily widen it and get them out that way, or find a back exit that I didn’t notice. They had to have something there to take deliveries. It’s probably boarded up or closed off, but it might be easy to breach.” 




“This is sounding better and better,” Ivan said to Blake. “They really don’t have a very organized operation. It’ll be like taking candy from a baby.”




“Don’t be too eager,” Zach said. He pushed his chair back and folded his arms over his chest, shaking his head in disagreement. “They are still very well armed and they don’t have anything to lose. We can’t get too cocky about our chances. If we do, they’ll roll right over us.” 




“You’re right, Zach, and Junior, the leader, he’s prior service. I don’t know what branch or what training, but he’s straight-laced and organized, his men might not be. Who knows who he had in the wings to help him gain control,” I added. 




“He’s Army, did one combat tour, dishonorable discharge. Don’t know his MOS though,” Tammi said.




“Well, he’s dangerous. A sociopath, I wouldn’t underestimate him.” I didn’t think they would, but now they couldn’t say I didn’t warn them. 




They questioned me for another hour and I tried to answer their questions to the best of my ability. Some things I knew, some things I had no clue about. I had never seen the children, or where they stored the supplies, but I assumed those were under tighter guard. When they were done, their questions answered, all assured me they were better informed now and had a good idea about what to expect for this raid. 




They left with a feeling that this group could be taken down with minimal impact. Our side had nearly thirty skilled soldiers and officers and the Southern Clan had drug addicts and drunks who could fire a semi-competent shot. There was really no contest. The goal was to have minimal casualties on both sides. They were intent on getting them to surrender and deciding their fate when guns weren’t in hand. 




Ivan thought it best to wait for optimal conditions and a full moon would be the best time to engage, so there would be more night illumination. The full moon wasn’t for another few weeks, so we had time to plan. 




Tammi and Ivan would go back to their FOB and brief their group and we would all convene in five days to start planning. It was all very military and precise. I was actually kind of excited. The Clan had what was coming for them and we were just the people to dish it out. 




An hour later, we gathered in the cafeteria to present the basics to the compound. The group pressed around us, faces grim. In the months that we had lived together on this tiny stretch of marsh we had become a family. We were now dealing with the loss of one of our members and an enemy that threatened the rest of us. 




“In three weeks, we’re going to raid the base in Lakeview that’s been overrun by a motorcycle gang that calls themselves the Southern Clan. My intentions have never been to police this new world we inhabit, but we can’t allow behavior like this to perpetuate.” Zach stood in front of the group and laid out the bare facts. Some nodded in agreement, other’s looked down at their hands not willing to accept what needed to be done. 




“They’re selling women and forcing them into the sex trade. They’re also manufacturing meth, selling guns, drugs and keeping any men that are not a part of the Clan as indentured servants. We’re unsure what they’re doing to the children, but from their other behavior we’re assuming it’s not good.” Zach looked around at the group, assessing their mood, their reactions. Our group wasn’t a democracy and they didn’t have a say in whether we went or not, but Zach wanted to make sure that the majority were comfortable with our actions. It was what made him a great leader. No one was opposing him, all looked back, still grim-faced but open to Zach’s actions.




“We’ve welcomed into our mix Lani and Melinda who have both suffered under the hands of this sadistic gang and they’ve also hurt members of our group, Alexis, and Clara. They will not stop doing what they are doing and now they know about us. I fear that we will not see the end of this group.”




“Let’s kill ‘em all and move into that fancy neighborhood!” a voice called from the back, some of the group turned and laughed revealing Duke looking embarrassed at his outburst. Duke shrugged his shoulders and motioned for Zach to continue. 




“Our goal is not to take over Lakeview, but to hand it over to the Guard and State Troopers after we get rid of the gang controlling the area. Getting a respected authority into that prime location will be one step closer to getting our world back to normal. The dead wandering around here should be our only enemy, not our neighbors, not other humans. I’m not going to force anyone into participating in this raid, only volunteers. We are doing this for our compound, but it isn’t required. We are going against other human beings. There will be a chance that not all of us will return. There is a chance you’ll have to kill the living if you volunteer.




“Volunteers only, but we are doing this. We start training tomorrow. Oh-six-hundred in the warehouse if you’re up for it.” He didn’t pause for questions. He slipped his hand into mine and pulled me out of the room. We’d know if we had won them over if they showed up tomorrow. 

















Sixty-Five | Alexis Out

ALEXIS

We walked home in silence. Zach walked to my right, Blake to my left. Dusk had begun to settle on the island, but the day seemed much longer than usual. The days were getting longer, it was warming up. It was still cold, that wet cold that reached down into your clothes and froze your bones, but it wasn’t as cold as it was before. This year, thankfully had been milder than the winters we had previously in New Orleans. A few years ago it had snowed. That was a rare occurrence in the area, but it seemed to happen more and more.




We were thankful it hadn’t been one of those winters. We hadn’t even had a hard freeze. The crops we planted were dormant, but they weren’t dead. PreZ there was a meteorologist to warn you to protect those plants and pets. Not anymore. If a freeze took us in the night, we were screwed.  




A successful crop could mean life or death to this group in the future. At some point, the supplies would run out. At some point, there wouldn’t be anything in the stores to loot. We had a couple more years before everything expired, but our group could live for a long time if we could grow crops, find animals to raise and breed. And what if we begin to have children? We had to plan for the long haul. We had begun to, but now we really needed to get things ready. This was it, this was life. We were all from the city, well, most of us, and now we would have to learn how to plant crops, prepare food and hopefully raise livestock.




Long term. This was it. This was our life. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. If I could reverse things, bring it back to before Z, just wave a wand and have it all go back to normal, would I? No Z meant no Blake and no Zach.




Unthinkable. 




“I can almost hear your brain churning,” Zach said as we made it to our house. Charlie was outside waiting for us and he bounded over to us in greeting. He was becoming almost like a normal crazy dog now that I wasn’t doing our daily training rituals. He even looked like he might want to jump up and give me a lick, but with a look from me he sat on his haunches and gave one bark of greeting. 




I patted his head and scratched behind his ear.




“Just thinking about the future,” I said to Zach. 




“Is it a good future?” Blake asked.




“It can be,” I smiled.




“Do we play feature roles?” Zach asked.




“Definitely, it wouldn’t be a very good future if you two weren’t in it.” 




“I agree,” Blake said, leaning over and kissing me, a light pull on my lips. 




“Come on, let’s go inside.” Zach pulled on my hand as we ascended the stairs. Blake followed on our heels. When we got through the door, we held it open for Charlie, who padded inside and went to his customary pillow near the back windows. 




I turned and faced the men before I asked, “We’re home, now what?” 




Zach came up behind me and pulled me to him, moving my hair from my neck and kissing me in that sensitive spot under the ear that makes a girl’s knees buckle. Blake watched and I just closed my eyes, savoring the feel of Zach’s lips on my skin, the feel of his hands as they trailed over my body. 




He pulled off my jacket and then slipped his hands underneath my shirt, trailing his cold hands across my stomach. 




I yelped and tried to pull away, but he held me in place. His warm lips trailed a hot mark down my neck, a crazy comparison to his hands, which were now lifting and pulling my shirt away. The instant the cold air hit me, I felt goosebumps break out all over my body and my nipples tightened up to hard pebbles. 




“You are so beautiful, Lex,” Blake said as he stepped forward. He placed his hands on my hips, pushing me into Zach’s hard body. I could feel the length of Zach’s erection pressed against me. Pressed between the two men, my brain finally stopped going a mile a minute. 




Blake leaned forward and kissed me, his tongue tangled with mine as Zach continued to explore my neck and collarbone. He reached up from behind and cupped my breasts, pulling at my nipples with his fingers, rolling them between his knuckles as Blake’s kiss deepened. 




We hadn’t made it out of the front entranceway of the house and I could feel Blake fumbling with my jeans, pushing them open and down my thighs. He broke away from our kiss and knelt before me, yanking my jeans down and urging me to kick them off. I did have to stop and peel off my shoes first, which got kind of awkward since Zach didn’t want to let me go. 




Finally I was nude and Blake was on his knees in front of me. He lifted my leg up gently and moved closer, positioning himself between my legs and pulling my leg over his shoulder. I had to press back into Zach to keep from losing my balance, but he had no issues holding me up.




Blake spread me open with his fingers and licked me gently, causing me to shiver, my head fell back onto Zach’s shoulder. He began to lick me harder, sucking my clit into his mouth and pushing up against me with his tongue and lips. He set a fast pace, licking and sucking on me with the sole intention of getting me off. He added his finger to the assault, slipping it inside of me and pushing it in and out just like I wanted him to do with other parts of his body. 




Zach held on to me tightly as I began to squirm, moving my body against Blake’s face and hand. He gripped me by my stomach, one hand on my belly and the other on my breast. 




“I love watching you come,” Zach said as I began to moan loudly in response to Blake’s intense oral assault. 




Blake’s rhythm picked up and he pushed his tongue into me over and over again, his motions fast and hectic as he all but begged me to come on his face.




“I’m coming,” I moaned as the orgasm ripped through me, pouring out of my body. Blake moaned as he licked me harder and sucked in the evidence of my pleasure. 




I collapsed into Zach’s arm as Blake got to his feet and took my mouth, the taste of my arousal on his tongue. 




“Let’s retire to the bedroom,” he said and he turned away, expecting us to follow. How could we not?




Blake was undressing when we walked in. I was already nude and I wanted them down to skin with me. I watched as Blake pulled off his boxers, his beautiful cock sprung out of his pants, erect and begging for me to touch it. I turned to watch Zach undress, and he was also gloriously erect and perfect. How did I get so lucky?



I pushed Blake onto the bed, motioning with my hand for him to get further onto the bed. He laid on his back, putting his hands behind his head, his dick jutting out from his body. I crawled over him and licked down his shaft, sucking his balls into my mouth. He moaned and his hands went to my hair, pushing it away from my face as I licked up and finished with a quick suck on his head, the pre-come salty and inviting. 




I looked over my shoulder. Where was Zach? He stood at the edge of the bed watching us. 




“You gonna watch, or are you going to fuck me?” I asked, not waiting for an answer before I took Blake deep into my mouth and he moaned loudly. I saw out my peripheral Zach go to the side table and grab a condom. The sound of him ripping open the little foil pack had me wiggling in anticipation.




I gripped Blake’s dick with my hand, using it to extend my reach since I couldn’t take his length all the way down my throat. He was just too big for me. I stroked him hard, pumping him into my mouth. I felt the bed shift as Zach climbed onto the bed with us. I felt as he placed his hand on my ass, steadying himself. I moaned around Blake’s dick as Zach rubbed just the tip of his along my wet sex. 




I was soaked from my orgasm earlier and he slipped through my folds with ease.




“You’re so wet, baby,” he said in a hoarse whisper. He pushed himself into me slowly, just the tip of his dick and I pushed back onto him. I wanted him all inside of me and I wasn’t patient. “You don’t want to go slow tonight, Lex?” Zach asked.




“No, hard, fast,” I said, pulling up from Blake’s dick. 




He slammed into me and I pushed back hard on him in return. The pace Zach set as he pushed into me was the same pace I set as I sucked hard on Blake. I loved the feel of his dick in my mouth. It was both velvety soft and hard as steel, pushing into my mouth and hitting the back of my throat. 




“You’re gonna make me come,” Blake groaned, his hands now deep in my hair, pushing me down harder onto him. I wanted him to come. I loved when he came in my mouth. I pulled on him harder, pumping him into my mouth as I sucked on his length. He tightened against me, stopping his thrusts as he ejaculated into my mouth and I swallowed down the warm come. 




He pulled out of my mouth, his length not quite as hard as it was before, but still showing potential. 




“Holy crap,” he muttered as he fell onto his back and looked up at us. Zach had me by the hips as he pushed into me over and over again. He felt so good buried inside of me, filling me perfectly. I felt like such a greedy little girl, wanting both of these wonderful men, keeping them for myself, but I couldn’t see it any other way. They belonged to me and I belonged to them. I felt it with every stroke, with every kiss, with every touch. 




“Lex, you feel amazing,” Zach groaned as he pushed into me. He reached underneath me and stroked me with his fingers, finding my clit and circling it, pulling it between his two fingers. The pressure of his fingers and the feel of his dick deep inside me was a heady feeling. I pushed up, so I was on my knees, my body erect. The angle had him leaning back more, pushing up into me as I began to ride him. 




“Now that is a sight,” Blake said sitting up. His dick now rigid and at attention again. He crossed the two feet to us and kissed me, steadying himself by grabbing onto my hips. His hard dick pressed against my stomach as Zach pushed into me from behind. 




Blake’s hand slipped down to my sex, parting me and plucking at my clit, roughly stimulating it. His fingers mixed with Zach’s dick pushed me over the edge. I was screaming my release by the time the orgasm rolled over me and I felt Zach go rigid, his own orgasm mingling with mine as I rode him hard urging it out of him. 




The moment Zach pulled from me, Blake was pulling me on top of him, aligning his rigid cock with my soaked sex and plunging into me. I didn’t know which way was up or down at this point. All I knew was the intense feeling of pleasure. My body was on fire. 




It wasn’t long before Zach had recovered and Blake was urging me to lean over and take Zach the same way I had taken him earlier. He tasted of my come and I licked at his head while I rode Blake. Up and down, he pushed into me while I pleasured Zach. Our breath intermingled as the pace we set was frantic and intense. Until we finally tumbled over the edge as together.




We fell back onto the bed with Zach to my front, Blake at my back. 




“I love you,” I whispered. “Both of you, I’m yours. Forever.” 




Their arms wrapped around me. I didn’t know which arm belonged to who. The lamps had been extinguished, the room was dark and comforting. One of them pulled the thick comforter over us. Our combined body heat and the warmth of the comforter were cathartic and I felt the lure of sleep urging me to give in. But I didn’t want to let go…not yet. 




“Our future can be good, as long as we’re all together,” Zach said. 




“Together,” Blake agreed. They both pressed their lips to me. Zach’s lips found mine and Blake kissed my neck and cheek. And for once, the future did look like it had a potential for goodness. I had found them, hadn’t I? For once in a really long time, I truly felt like I could live. I now had something that was worth living for. 







The End














Thank you for reading!
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Zane has been a freelance writer for the last ten years and has published a few non-fiction works, none of which was very exciting. Zombies are much more exciting and a way for her to combine her two current obsessions, hot boys with guns and Doomsday Prepping. When she isn't stockpiling MREs (Meal's Ready to Eat) or researching how to build a cistern on a budget, she's taking care of her little family and exploring the city that she loves, New Orleans. 
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        The NOLA Zombie story is not over…Alexis, Blake and Zach might have found their warm fuzzies, but now it’s time for a new group of survivors. The NOLA Zombie Survivor series begins…
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Justice by Gillian Zane

Survivor Book Four in the NOLA Zombie Series




ONE | Know Stuff About Stuff

Rebel




I only felt alive when I was on patrol. It was horrendous to even think this, but it was my only moments of clarity. My only moments when I felt truly free, alive. When I was back at the home base I felt like I couldn’t breath, always looking over my shoulder in a perpetual game of cat and mouse. Here, the enemy was real, the enemy I could spot. 




One came for me, its mouth chomping in a macabre parody of chewing as if he was some toddler mimicking the act. This was no toddler, though, it was an adult male, overweight and dressed in the remnants of a suit. There were a lot of polo wearing and suit encased biters in Lakeview, bunch of rich snobs, caught unaware trying to get their last bit of work done while the world when to Hell around them.




This one had lost his shoe somewhere and one of his arms looked like it was about fall off. Half of its face was chewed on, its cheekbone exposed, viscous strips of flesh hanging from its face. Its eyes were locked on me, it wanted to eat me. It crossed my mind to just let it, maybe trip and all it would take was one bite. My brother, my fellow Southern Clansmen wouldn’t let me turn, he’d put a bullet in my head quicker than you could say, “after-life.” It wouldn’t be much pain and then I would be done with this place. I would be done with this world. 
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