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   Chapter One- Silo, When I Was Young…
 
    
 
   “Fourteen checks out.”
 
   “Only twelve more to go.”
 
   “More like twenty-four.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Twenty-four to go.”
 
   “What’s this all about, TL? First, the increased copper quota for the Reclamation Crews and now these equipment checklists we have to go over at each silo, marking the circuitry that works, the supplies the silo has, and all this crap, for what?”
 
   Silo Team Alpha’s Team Leader turns to the woman on his right. 
 
   “Need to know,” TL Joshua Mills replies. “All Command has said to me is we need to be on constant patrol. The silos have to stay secure and they need those detailed lists of what works and what doesn’t.”
 
   The woman frowns and looks about the barren landscape. Scrub brush and sparse grass are all that cover the hardscrabble hills of what the citizens of the Stronghold call Silo Park, a four hundred square mile region of what once used to be where the borders of Colorado, Wyoming and North Dakota met. 
 
   But the days of states is long past, and Silo Team Alpha knows nothing about borders or state lines. They only know their carbines, their training, and their hatred for the undead that they occasionally come across in the wasteland.
 
   “We have about four miles before Silo Fifteen,” the woman, Team Mate Tonia Delaney says. “We can clear that one and then move through Sixteen, Seventeen, and Eighteen.”
 
   “Can we make Eighteen by dark?” Team Mate Troy Morrissey asks. “I fucking hate the Park at night.”
 
   “You afraid of the boogeyman?” Team Mate Stephanie Lazzar laughs. “Afraid he’s gonna jump out from behind one of the boulders and grab your tiny dick?”
 
   “No,” Morrissey replies. “Because I don’t have a tiny dick.”
 
   “It’s true,” Delaney smiles. “He has a vagina. A big, gaping one.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Morrissey sneers.
 
   “What’s wrong with a vagina, Morrissey?” Lazzar asks. “Oh, that’s right, you don’t know what they’re for, do you? Still too busy with that love affair between you and your right hand, eh?”
 
   “This is a lovely conversation,” Team Mate Adam Chinn sighs. “But can we cut the little kid bullshit for just five minutes? Been listening to you punks jabber for days.”
 
   “Let them have their fun, Chinn,” Team Mate JT Blackmore says. “God knows we have to have something to talk about in this fucking place. I always hate it once we leave the Fort Collins outpost. It means nothing but blah blah blah for miles.”
 
   “No shit, man,” Team Mate Mark Miller agrees. “We don’t even get to put down Zs out here. We’re so far from any of the old cities that it’s nothing but fucking buffalo and prairie dogs.”
 
   “You fuck buffalo and prairie dogs?” Lazzar asks.
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “Bison,” Team Mate John Ellis says from the back of the Team. “They’re called bison, not buffalo. Didn’t you pay attention in school at all, Miller?”
 
   “I paid attention to Ms. Fortney’s tight ass in those jeans she always wore,” Miller replies. “Nearly busted a nut every time she dropped the chalk, man. I’d have to rub one out during break just to get through the next class.”
 
   “Well, I had Mr. Shipley,” Ellis says. “So I actually learned something other than how to spot a panty line.”
 
   “Oh, Ms. Fortney didn’t wear panties,” Lazzar laughs. “Trust me. I studied that ass more than Miller did.”
 
   “Fuck yeah,” Miller says, holding up his hand for a high five.
 
   Lazzar responds in kind, but then quiets down as they see the look on TL Mills’ face.
 
   “You done reminiscing about ogling a woman’s ass?” TL Mills asks. “Because that woman worked harder than you know to educate you ungrateful fucks. Not so easy to expand minds and open new avenues of thought in the fucking apocalypse.”
 
   “They’re just Zs, TL,” Miller responds. “No harder to deal with than rats. Why do so many people get all bent out of shape? This is how the world is, has been for nearly a hundred years, so who cares? Folks need to lighten up and get some joy where they can, you know what I mean?”
 
   “And there was plenty of joy in Ms. Fortney’s jeans,” Lazzar smiles. “Gettin’ wet just thinking about them.”
 
   TL Mills shakes his head and looks towards the horizon. He frowns and holds up his hand. The Team stops instantly, all eyes on him, their M-4 carbines to their shoulders.
 
   “What you got, TL?” Delaney asks. “Zs? Wind’s blowing this way and I don’t smell them.”
 
   “I don’t know,” TL Mills replies, “thought I saw someone up past that hill.” 
 
   He nods with his chin and Delaney turns her attention that way. After a couple of minutes, she shakes her head.
 
   “Not seeing anything,” she says. “You sure it wasn’t one of Ellis’s bison?”
 
   “No, no,” TL Mills says. “It was human size. I know what a fucking buffalo looks like.”
 
   “Fucking park,” Morrissey says. “I hate this shit. How many days are we out here?”
 
   “Until we have every checklist completed,” TL Mills says. “We clear the silos, one by one, then send Cook back with the data so the Beta Team can come relieve us.”
 
   Morrissey looks over his shoulder at the wiry man following behind the team. Armed only with a 9mm, Pauly Cook doesn’t come close to measuring up to the muscled and geared out bodies of Silo Team Alpha. However, the look in the man’s eyes tells a story of survival and endurance.
 
   “You looking forward to running back to the Stronghold all by your lonesome, Cook?” Morrissey asks.
 
   “As long as it keeps me from having to stare at your ugly face, Morrissey,” Cook grins, his tanned and weathered skin looking as cracked and rough as the earth around them all. 
 
   “You can’t ever get away from this pretty mug,” Morrissey laughs. “Once you see me, I’m in your head, man.”
 
   “Like syphilis,” Delaney says. “But without the fun of fucking first.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” TL Mills says, still studying the horizon. “I saw something. I’d bet my commission on it.”
 
   This gets the Team’s attention. No one would dare insult the privilege of being a Team Leader by betting their commission unless they were very serious. The Team life is what drives the survivor refuge of the Stronghold. Military discipline and the warrior ethos are the fuel that keeps the engines of post-apocalyptic endurance running.
 
   “Let’s go have a look then,” Blackmore suggests. “It won’t take us too far off course.”
 
   “No, we move to the next silo,” TL Mills says, “but stay sharp. If it’s not a Z then it could be wasteland trash or one of the crazies scouting new land.”
 
   “Trash wouldn’t last out here,” Delaney says.
 
   “Neither would the crazies,” Miller adds. “No resources, just dirt and shit.”
 
   “They aren’t called crazies because they make sane choices, moron,” Morrissey says.
 
   “Can it,” TL Mills orders and the jabber quits. “We hit Fifteen, then keep going. If we can’t get to Eighteen by dark, then Seventeen is where we dig in.”
 
   The Team all nod, look away from the horizon, and keep marching towards Silo Fifteen. TL Mills wants to look over his shoulder, but he knows that would look weak. A Team Leader can’t be weak in front of his people, not out in the wasteland where the closest backup is miles and miles away at the Fort Collins outpost. Every Team needs to know that they are in steady hands. He shakes it off and concentrates on their mission and the two dozen more silos they have to check before they can head home to the Stronghold.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The pitch-black tunnel is outlined in ghostly hues of green and grey as Delaney moves forward, her vision enhanced by the night vision goggles (NVG) each Team Mate is outfitted with. Having cleared Silo Fifteen, STA is now working its way through Sixteen, ready to secure the site and move on. 
 
   Made up of two main sections, each silo site has a launch control center (LCC) and a launch facility (LF), connected by a long concrete tunnel. The LCC houses the missile controls as well as the personnel barracks while the LF is where the actual missile is stored and ready for launch. 
 
   Leaving TL Mills, as well as Mates Miller, Morrissey, and Lazzar, back in the LCC, Delaney takes point in the tunnel with Chinn and Blackmore following close behind. They are halfway to the LF when Delaney pulls up, her fist in the air. The two men behind her go into a crouch, with Chinn pivoting so he covers their six while Blackmore creeps up closer to Delaney.
 
   “Huh?” Blackmore grunts. The sound is like a gunshot in the pure silence of the tunnel.
 
   Delaney nudges him with her elbow and points forward, her hand moving from left to right. Blackmore pats her shoulder and crouch walks his way towards the direction Delaney has indicated. He gets to a junction in the tunnel and looks left then right. If he turns right, he’ll move to the maintenance area of the LF. If he goes left, he’ll come to the launch site and the massive nuclear missile that the underground silo houses.
 
   He focuses his attention right and then glance over his shoulder. Delaney and Chinn are holding their positions, waiting for him to give them the clear. There is only a short stretch of tunnel ahead with a large steel door at the end. While the door should be shut securely, Blackmore can see that it’s open a crack and there’s actually a faint light coming from within. He waves his Team Mates forward.
 
   Delaney comes up on him and pats his left shoulder as she moves past, her senses at full alert and muscles tensed for the worst. With light present, it’s highly unlikely it’s a Z that’s made its way down into the facility, which leaves the possibility of a human element.
 
   As every survivor has found out since Z-Day, the human element makes the zombie apocalypse a true nightmare.
 
   Less than a foot from the door, Delaney stops, with her head cocked as she listens for movement. She extends her leg and slowly pushes the door open wider, then hurries through, sweeping the room with her carbine. Nothing moves and she relaxes as she spots the source of the light.
 
   A low whistle brings the other two into the room with her, and Blackmore laughs.
 
   “Poor bugger,” he says as he walks over to a set of shelves and nudges the dead gopher on the ground. The thing is covered in luminescent green goo that drips from a low shelf above its corpse. “Thought it found a snack and instead found Mr. Black.”
 
   “You should be a poet,” Chinn says. “That’s a good rhyme.”
 
   “Glow sticks,” Delaney says as she crouches and pulls the gnawed box free from the shelf. “Rats got to it first, looks like. I’ll bet there’s a nest of glowing rat corpses somewhere in this place.”
 
   “Any still good?” Chinn asks.
 
   “Nope,” Delaney says, setting the box back. “Looks like they’ve all been nibbled on. Come on, we’re only half done.”
 
   “Godspeed, little gopher,” Blackmore says as he nudges the gopher again. “May you find peace in the great burrow in the sky.”
 
   Back in formation, the Mates leave the room with Delaney pulling the door shut tightly behind them. 
 
   They miss the glowing handprints smeared on the back of the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Seventeen it is,” TL Mills says as he watches the sky darken with a late spring thunderstorm. “Could have made it to Eighteen before dark, but not with that coming in.”
 
   “I don’t mind getting wet, TL,” Lazzar says.
 
   “Yeah, you’ve already expressed that,” Miller laughs. 
 
   “We dig in here,” TL Mills says. “Clean sweep first, then lock it down tight. I don’t want any visitors in the night.”
 
   “Who’s going to come knocking?” Blackmore asks. “Ellis’s bison?”
 
   “Fuck you all,” Ellis snaps. “I didn’t invent the fucking word. That’s what they’re called. Bison. So fucking deal.”
 
   “Somebody has buffalo envy,” Chinn whispers.
 
   “Blackmore, Delaney, Chinn, Lazzar,” TL Mills says, pointing at the semi-hidden hatch recessed into the small hill. “You’re up.”
 
   Blackmore works the hatch open and Delaney moves inside fast, her carbine tracking left to right and back. Right behind her is Chinn, then Lazzar with Blackmore bringing up the rear. They move quickly, but cautiously, their NVGs illuminating the entrance for their eyes. Their footfalls bounce off the concrete walls and echo down the hallway. Blackmore looks down, then reaches out, and taps Lazarr’s shoulder. She reaches out and taps Chinn who in turn taps Delaney.
 
   Pointing his finger down, Blackmore indicates for the Mates to glance at the floor. Partially evaporated puddles of water randomly dot the concrete, telling the Mates that either the hatch doesn’t seal properly, or someone has been in the silo recently since the last storm was only a couple days before. That gives all of them pause. A Team hadn’t checked silo Seventeen in well over a year.
 
   Delaney nods then turns and keeps moving down the hallway. The tension ratchets up considerably amongst the Mates as they work their way towards the first checkpoint. A wide, solid door stands before them, securely locked. Delaney motions for Chinn to come forward and he does, with a thick key in his hand. He slides the key into a lock just below the door handle, turns it once to the left, two rotations to the right, then back to the left three times. The sound of large tumblers falling into place reverberates around them.
 
   Grabbing the handle with both hands, Chinn muscles the door open. It’s almost a foot thick with huge, recessed rods inside, and it takes all of Chinn’s strength to get it pushed back. He takes a deep breath and steps out of the way as Delaney, Lazzar, and Blackmore move quickly past him, their carbines leading the way.
 
   A quick sweep of the room and they all relax. The thick coating of dust on the control panels shows them no one has been inside in a good, long while.
 
   “Clear,” Blackmore calls out.
 
   Lazzar rests her M-4 against an old rolling chair and starts flicking switches on the center control console. “No residual power.” 
 
   Delany pulls a clipboard from her pack and makes a zero next to the “Power” entry.
 
   “All controls appear to be in working order,” Lazzar continues. “No rust or scorch marks.” She gets on her hands and knees and pops open a panel. “No corrosion in the wiring that I can see. This LCC is stable, just needs power.”
 
   “That’ll be quite the extension cord,” Morrissey says as the rest of the Team joins them in the control center. “Don’t think Mayor Coolidge will authorize that use of emergency resources.”
 
   “Knock off the jabber,” TL Mills says. “It doesn’t have to digress into a kids’ sleepover every time we clear a silo.”
 
   “Can I have Delaney do my hair?” Miller asks. “She does the best French braids ever.”
 
   “You have to have hair first, baldy,” Delaney says.
 
   “Funny,” Miller says. “Don’t be hating on my shiny scalp.”
 
   “Cut it,” TL Mills says. “Blackmore, Chinn, and Morrissey, you get the LF. Complete your checklist and then regroup here. We’ll bed down in the LCC, then move out at first light. Lazzar, you have first watch, so get comfortable up at the hatch.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Lazzar says as she hurries from the control center.
 
   “It’s getting nasty,” Cook says, pulling up his zipper as he passes Lazzar on his way into the LCC. “Wind is picking up and I see lightning on the horizon. The storm’s going to be ugly. Smells like tornado weather.”
 
   “Great,” Lazzar says. “That’ll be fun for the later shifts. Glad mine’s getting done now.”
 
   She hustles to the hatch and pushes it wide, and then steps back into the shadows of the hallway, her eyes scanning the countryside. There’s nothing but the same old shit. She sighs and settles in for the next two hours of her shift.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Morrissey notices it first.
 
   He waves the other two Mates forward and they all study the scuffmarks on the wall. Chinn looks up and sees the ventilation grate above them at the top of the wall. He taps Morrissey on the shoulder and the man bends over, his hands clasped, and gives Chinn a boost up.
 
   The ventilation shaft is nothing but green glowing darkness and Chinn struggles to see more than a couple feet, even with the NVGs on. After a good minute, he shakes his head and Morrissey lowers him to the floor. They each study the ground, but can’t see any more marks. Without saying anything, they move on to the LF in order to finish their sweep. Morrissey hangs back just a second to make a note of the discovery on his clipboard, then tucks it into his pack and shoulders his carbine, catching up quickly to his Team Mates.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The flash of lightning and ensuing thunderclap are considerably closer than Lazzar is expecting, causing her to jump. If her finger hadn’t been resting along the trigger guard, she would have squeezed off a couple of rounds. She laughs to herself, glad none of her Mates saw her little scare, and steps outside into the blowing wind. A light rain has started and the cool mist wets her skin. Closing her eyes, and opening her mouth, she welcomes the fresh water.
 
   Another flash and clap go off and Lazzar opens her eyes, feeling refreshed. The daylight is completely gone and the barren landscape about her is cloaked in inky darkness. The storm is picking up and the rain goes from refreshing mist to needling drops in seconds. Lazzar begins to back up to the hatch when a third flash lights up the land.
 
   Her carbine is at her shoulder instantly and she drops to one knee as she sees an illuminated figure before her for just a split second. The lightning has messed with her vision and she turns her head slightly to the side, letting her stronger peripheral vision study the area. She goes over the image in her mind, looking for clues as to what she’s dealing with. It held itself upright with a straight back, so not a Z. It also wasn’t moving towards her, further proof it isn’t a flesh-hungry zombie. It also hasn’t come screaming at her with some improvised weapon, which means not a crazy or wild wasteland trash. It made itself known, instead of the normal sneak attack nature of a cannibal.
 
   So what or who is it?
 
   Lazzar stands and slowly walks her way back to the silo hatch. Her back bumps up against the side of the hill and she eases herself into the opening. The lightning flashes once more and the area in front of her is empty, no sign of the phantom form. Being a ten year veteran Mate, Lazzar knows better than to think she made it all up in her head. She saw something, that’s for sure.
 
   Risking a quick glance, Lazzar looks behind her and notes her position to the hatch. The sky above her booms with thunder just as another lightning flash fills her sight. 
 
   She has no time to scream before the blade pierces her throat. The sounds she makes as she collapses to the wet ground are nothing but surprised gurgles from choking on her own blood. The blade is yanked back and is flicked to the side, sending splatters of blood mixing with the fresh rainwater. 
 
   Lazzar looks up at her attacker and the final thoughts that go through her head are, “What’s wrong with its face?” Then the life leaks out of her and her eyes glaze over as her last breath wheezes from between her bloody lips.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Folding his legs under him, and careful that his knees don’t bump the beeswax candles that surround the large map, Cook grabs a seat next to TL Mills on the floor.
 
   “Spill it,” Cook says. 
 
   “Huh?” TL Mills asks, not taking his eyes off the paper before him. “Spill what?”
 
   “Whatever it is you aren’t telling the team,” Cook says. “How long have I been a Runner with STA?”
 
   “Long time,” TL Mills replies.
 
   “And how long have we known each other?” Cook asks.
 
   “A lot longer,” TL Mills says.
 
   “So safe to say I know your moods,” Cook says. “And right now you are hiding something. And that something is bugging the shit out of you.”
 
   TL Mills shrugs. “Not for me to say.”
 
   “Bullshit, Josh,” Cook snaps. “I was there when you got married and there when Millie was born. We used to tell stories of the Great El and Granny G around the campfire together as kids. If there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that you always have something to say.”
 
   TL Mills looks at the map a while longer, and then finally turns to Cook. “Before we left the Stronghold I walked in on Lee and Mayor Coolidge arguing. I only caught the last couple of words, but what I heard has me more than worried.”
 
   “And…?” Cook prompts.
 
   “The commander was telling off Coolidge about something,” TL Mills explains, “something about information being kept from everyone in the Stronghold. They shut up as soon as I walked through the door.”
 
   “What information?” Cook asks.
 
   “I don’t know,” TL Mills says, tapping the map, “but my guess is it has to do with the silos. It’s been a long time since Commander Lee last sent STA out to the Silo Park on extended recon missions. The fact that she sent STA out first tells me she expects trouble. This type of sweep and clear job should be for a Beta Team, not an Alpha Team.”
 
   “Huh,” Cook responds.
 
   “Yeah, huh, exactly,” TL Mills nods. “It’s not the way the teams work, keeping back intel. Ignorance gets Mates killed. It’s as deadly as a herd of Zs.”
 
   “All clear,” Morrissey says as he walks into the LCC with Chinn and Blackmore. “LF is secure.”
 
   Chinn sets the clipboard down on one of the control panels and looks at TL Mills. “We did see some scuffing by one of the ventilation grates.”
 
   “Scuffing?” TL Mills asks as he stands, his back popping and cracking into place.
 
   “Jesus, TL,” Blackmore laughs. “If I heard that in a Denver alley I’d think a group of Zs was coming to get me. You’re lucky I didn’t draw down on you.”
 
   “Give a veteran a break, Blackmore,” TL Mills says. He picks up the clipboard and reads the notation then sets it back down. “Nothing else?”
 
   “That’s it,” Chinn says. “No signs of anyone. No signs of Zs. Just some scuffs on the wall by a grate.”
 
   “Could be anything,” Blackmore says.
 
   “Hmmm,” TL Mills says. “Could be…” He points at Miller and nods towards the door. “Go relieve Lazzar. Chinn, show me the marks. I want to see them for myself.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “There they are,” Chinn says, showing TL Mills the wall. “I’ll give you a boost so you can check the shaft, if you want.”
 
   “Do that,” TL Mills says, stepping into Chinn’s hands. He’s lifted up to the grate and he scans the shaft with his NVGs. “Looks clean to…wait. Do you hear that?”
 
   “What?” Chinn asks.
 
   “Let me down,” TL Mills says and Chinn obliges.
 
   TL Mills looks up and down the corridor then spots another grate about ten yards away. He walks over to it and cocks his head.
 
   “Hear that?” TL Mills whispers. Chinn listens, but shakes his head no. “Lift me back up.”
 
   Again, Chinn laces his hands together and boosts TL Mills up. The sound of quiet scraping reaches Chinn’s ears.
 
   “I hear that now, TL,” Chinn whispers. “What is-?”
 
   Blood rains down on the man and he jumps away, letting TL Mills fall to the floor. Sticking from the right eye of the Team Leader’s NVGs is a short, steel rod. The man twitches a couple times, and then stills, black blood pooling around his head. Chinn reaches for his carbine strapped to his back, but screams instead as his hand becomes nothing but pain.
 
   “What the fuck?” Chinn shrieks as he brings the bloody stump up to his NVGs, the black blood spurting to the rhythm of his heart.
 
   He starts to scream again, but his throat is slit from ear to ear as a hand yanks his NVGs from his face and grips his forehead. Above, the ventilation grate came flying out of the wall and clatters to the floor next to TL Mills’ corpse. Chinn is tossed aside as a figure drops into the pitch blackness of the corridor, nearly slipping on the blood that is slowly stretching from wall to wall.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Not good,” Delaney says, as she checks her M-4’s magazine and slams it back into place. “That was TL.”
 
   “Where the fuck is Lazzar?” Blackmore asks. “She should have been back here by now.”
 
   “Morrissey? I want you to go get Lazzar and Miller,” Delaney orders. “Blackmore? You stay here with Cook. If none of us return in five minutes, I want you and Cook to get the fuck out of here and head for Fort Collins, got it?”
 
   “Roger that,” Blackmore says. “But do me a favor and come back before five minutes, okay?”
 
   Morrissey shoves the heavy door open and then stops. Delaney glances over at him and frowns.
 
   “Morrissey? Get moving, man. We need every hand back… Oh, fuck…”
 
   Morrissey turns around slowly, his hand clutching a large knife buried in his belly. He looks down at the blade, and the blood leaking from his guts, and then up at Delaney as he falls to his knees. Before anyone can say anything else, his head goes tumbling from his neck and a gust of wind whips into the control center from the outside corridor, blowing out the beeswax candles that illuminate the room.
 
   “NVGs!” Delaney shouts as she reaches up and yanks hers over her eyes. At the flip of a switch, the LCC is all shadows and green light. A grunt and a splashing sound to her left makes Delaney spin in that direction, her carbine up. “Blackmore? Blackmore, speak to me!”
 
   The man stumbles into her view, his hands gripped to his throat. He lurches towards her and reaches out with his right hand. As he does, a fountain of blood gushes from his neck. He reels and turns, and the fountain sprays Delaney’s NVGs.
 
   “Fuck!” she yells as she yanks the goggles from her face. “Blackmore! What the fuck? Blackm-!”
 
   Everything goes numb as her spine is severed just below her ribs. She wants to reach back and pull out whatever has done the damage, but her arms won’t obey. Helpless, she collapses to the floor, her cheek resting in a pool of warm, slick blood. She wants to speak, wants to scream and shout at the attackers, but all she can do is gasp and struggle for breath. Before it all ends, she hears a loud grunt and cry of pain, and then the hurried slapping of feet.
 
   Cook, she thinks. Run, you marvelous bastard, run your ass off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ground under his feet is nothing but slick mud as the rain pours down from the sky. Cook doesn’t give the horror behind him a second thought, using all of his faculties to concentrate on keeping his footing. The storm rages about him, lightning striking the ground in the distance, then only yards from him. The air is rocked by ear shattering thunder. He can taste the electricity in the air, which to him is horrifyingly similar to the tang of blood.
 
   Hitting a rise, Cook clambers up a small hill, then slides his way down the other side, letting the mud and gravity do the work for him. He hits the flat ground and his legs keep pumping, not missing a stride. He focuses on the terrain ahead whenever a flash lights up the landscape. In the best of times, navigating the monotonous country that makes up the Silo Park is difficult, but at night in a thunderstorm? Cook is glad for the years of experience he has as a Runner. A rookie would already be lost or have snapped an ankle slipping in the mud.
 
   His lungs burn and he can feel a cramp starting to stab into his side, but Cook doesn’t stop. He has too many miles to go before he can even think of slowing down. 
 
   So many miles.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cook crests the final ridge before the Fort Collins outpost, his heart sinking as he sees the flames licking the sky as the outpost’s buildings burn, burn, burn.
 
   His first thought is to hurry down and look for survivors, or at the very least, salvage some supplies. But the shapes on the ground that ring the outpost tell him to steer clear. Cook knows corpses when he sees them, and in the zombie apocalypse, corpses don’t always stay down.
 
   The sound of the rain almost hides the approaching footsteps, but even nearing full exhaustion, Cook’s senses are dialed up to full. He spins around and slams a fist into a woman’s face just as her blade nicks him on the side. The wound doesn’t feel deep, but pain radiates up his side quickly. He staggers back, his hands clenched to the cut, his knees feeling weak. After only a couple of steps, he falls to his knees.
 
   “Who are you?” Cook asks as the woman stands over him, her hand wiping away the blood that gushes from her nose. “What do you want?” The light of the flames illuminates her features and Cook gasps. “Dear God, what’s wrong with your face?”
 
   His head tumbles from his body and rolls down the ridge towards the burning outpost. The rest of him doesn’t move for a good few seconds before the muscles give in and his body crumples into the mud.
 
   The woman stands over him, her face impassive, completely void of emotion. She reaches up and cuts herself just above her left cheek, directly on the occipital bone of her eye socket. She cuts the other side, leaving a matching slice in the flesh. 
 
   Flesh that has been cut and scabbed over many times. Flesh that surrounds the dark holes where her eyes should be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two- Induction Junction
 
    
 
   As the sun rises and shines down on the lower slopes of the Rocky Mountains the cock crows, signaling the beginning of the work day for the inhabitants of the Stronghold.
 
   “SHUT THE FUCK UP, YOU ROTTEN FUCKING BIRD!” a man screams out the window of his house. “FUCKING PISS OFF, YOU WORTHLESS CHICKEN!”
 
   The man –all sagging, sun-browned skin, average height, bald except for a couple wild patches of salt and pepper hair- stands at the window in nothing but a tattered pair of underwear. He scratches his ass, then lets loose with a wicked fart, sniffing his hand after catching a piece of it.
 
   “Classy, Dad,” Valencia Baptiste says as she pulls on a sweater made of a surprisingly soft blend of wool and hemp over her t-shirt to fight the late spring chill that still clings to the mornings in the Rockies. “You think you could go sniff farts in your room where the neighbors can’t see you?”
 
   “Fuck Harmon and Juney Belle,” the man, Collin Baptiste, sneers. “Couple of twats with sticks up their…” He scrunches his face as he searches for the word.
 
   “Twats?” his daughter offers, grabbing a jug of water from the kitchen counter.
 
   “Yeah,” Collin nods. “Fucking twats.”
 
   “Well, I see Harmon is ready to have a morning discussion with you,” Valencia says as she quickly picks up her boots and opens the kitchen door. “Good luck with that.”
 
   Twenty-two, tall, blonde, dark brown eyes, and built like a dancer that’s all muscles and grace, Valencia Baptiste takes a deep breath of the cool, mountain air and sighs as she watches her neighbor walk toward her.
 
   Harmon Lindeloff is in his late fifties, short, thick, and “hairy as a badger” his wife, Juney Belle, likes to say. Recently retired from service in the Teams, he’s always taken a liking to Val Baptiste. And has always taken a severe disliking to her father. 
 
    “Val,” Harmon Lindeloff nods as he steps over the bent and broken picket fence that separates the neighbors’ yards. “Gonna have a word with your dad.”
 
   “I figured, Har,” Val says as she hops on one foot while pulling on a boot. “Word of warning, he’s been drinking the hooch all night. Never went to sleep.”
 
   “Fuck,” Harmon frowns. “I thought Bullet was all out.”
 
   “Cranky just finished a new batch,” Val says as she works on the other boot. “Dad was first in line.”
 
   “Holy hell,” Harman says as he rubs his tired face. “How much did he get?”
 
   “I’ll be eating at the barracks for the rest of the month,” Val says, lacing both boots then standing straight and stretching. “Ration tickets are already gone.”
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Harmon says. “I’ll see if I can find his stash and get some of your tickets back.”
 
   “Don’t bother,” Val says. “The food’s better at the barracks.”
 
   “Hey, isn’t today the big day?” Harmon asks. “They pick the new Mates for DTA?”
 
   “Yep,” Val smiles. “Eight candidates. Just have to get through the Trials and I’m in.”
 
   “You’ll make it, Val,” Harmon says. “If anyone was born to be part of that Team it was you. Lord knows you’ve had enough fighting experience with that asshole in there.”
 
   “Careful now, he’s still my dad,” Val says. “But, yeah, he’s a total asshole. Gotta run, Har.”
 
   “Good luck, Val,” Harmon calls out as he watches the young woman sprint off down the street. He turns back to the rundown house and growls. “Okay, you drunk fuck, let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Stronghold.
 
   Also known as Boulder, Colorado.
 
   Or was before Z-Day hit the world close to a hundred years ago and the dead started walking the Earth. No explanation, no warning, just one day corpses began to dig themselves out of graves, sit up in morgues, fight their way our of body bags and caskets. And they were hungry. Attacking the living and feasting off their flesh, the undead, the zombies, the Zs, multiplied quickly as the victims turned and became part of the undead ranks.
 
   That was a Sunday.
 
   By Monday evening, the world was lost and those still alive began their never ending fight to survive.
 
   Many survivors realized that running wasn’t an option and began to fortify their homes, their neighborhoods, their towns. Boulder was a city that decided the undead wouldn’t be allowed citizenship. They fought, they killed, they died, they endured until they were able to push the Zs back and take back most of the city. 
 
   Now, so many decades later, they have the Stronghold locked down tight against the zombie hordes with a system of ditches, barricades, fences, razor wire nets, pits, and other various defenses, all stretched out before a massive wall. 
 
   In the beginning, and for years after, they had power from solar, wind, and geothermal sources, but that’s all gone as parts, and expertise died out; remnants of a dead society left to live on in memories handed down from generation to generation.
 
   Val jogs past houses with wisps of smoke coming from their chimneys as they start stoves for the morning meal. Everyone gets up when the cock crows, ready to begin another day of work and duty, all to keep the Stronghold running and safe. Val waves at familiar faces and calls out to those that address her by name.
 
   Children rush out of front doors, wooden swords in their hands. They go at each other, emulating the Team Mates they have come to see as heroes. Val smiles, knowing she was once one of those children that wished to be part of the Teams.
 
   A Mate of Denver Team Beta One, Val Baptiste is in a hurry to get to the Team barracks, and be counted among the candidates for promotion to the elite Denver Team Alpha. Or, as it is commonly called because of the level of shit the Team gets thrown in, and the high casualty rate: Dead Team Alpha.
 
   But she has to make a stop first.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What?” Stanford Lee mumbles as he feels the hand jostle him over and over. “Go away.”
 
   “Someone’s at your door,” a voice says sleepily from his side.
 
   Stanford, twenty-two, tall, muscular, with blond hair like his cousin Val, but instead of brown eyes, he has ice blue ones, slowly pushes up from the mattress tucked into the corner of a bare room. He looks over at the naked young man in bed with him and frowns.
 
   “What’s your name again?” Stanford asks, feeling like his tongue is made of paste and glass. “Bongo?”
 
   “Benji,” the young man says, grabbing a fistful of blanket and rolling over, tucking it around his bare ass and legs.
 
   “Right,” Stanford says. “Benji. New Runner guy. Just moved in a few doors down.” Stanford fumbles through the clothes and trash on the floor and finds a canteen. He tips it up, but only a single drop of water comes out. “Fuck. You got any water over there?”
 
   “Drank it all,” Benji says. “We got thirsty, remember? Shrooms.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, shrooms,” Stanford says as tries to recall the wild night. Bits and pieces come back to him, mainly the sweaty sex pieces, and he reaches over and slaps Benji on the ass. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, yourself, asshole,” Benji says. “Fuck off, I’m going back to sleep.”
 
   There’s a loud banging from the other room and Stanford looks at the open bedroom door.
 
   “I gotta go, okay?” Stanford says as he gets up, yanks on his jeans, and starts rummaging for a clean t-shirt. He finds a clean-ish one and pulls it on. “Uh, did you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, I heard you,” Benji says as he rolls over and throws the blanket off. He gets to his feet and shoves Stanford out of the way. “I guess that means I can’t stay.”
 
   “Sorry,” Stanford says. “Maybe we could get together later tonight? I hear there’s some hooch ready.”
 
   “No thanks,” Benji says as he gathers his clothes. “I don’t drink.”
 
   “But you take shrooms?” Stanford asks, wishing for a glass of water.
 
   “Shrooms are great for fucking,” Benji says, turning and giving Stanford a quick kiss. “That hooch will make your dick soft. Hate to ruin a good thing.”
 
   The banging starts again and gets louder and louder until Benji, naked with his clothes wadded in a ball in his arms, leaves the bedroom, crosses through the pigsty of a front room, and yanks the front door open.
 
   “Oh,” Val says, her fist raised. “Uh, hi there.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Benji says as he pushes past.
 
   Val watches him walk down the walkway of the apartment complex set aside for single men. He goes a few doors down and drops his clothes, searches through the pockets of the pants, and pulls out a key. He looks over at Val and frowns.
 
   “What?” he asks.
 
   “Nice ass,” Val smiles.
 
   “Whatever,” Benji says as he slips the key in the knob. “Forget you saw it, sweetheart. I don’t do vag.”
 
   “It’s Val,” Val smiles.
 
   “What?” Benji asks.
 
   “It’s Val, not vag,” Val smiles wider.
 
   “Funny,” Benji says in a voice that makes it very obvious he doesn’t find it funny. He shoves his door open and waves a hand at Val. “Have fun with that one. We tripped most of the night.”
 
   Then the door closes, and Val turns back to the open one in front of her.
 
   “Ford? Ford!” Val yells as she walks in and closes the door behind her. “We’re gonna be late, dick. You better not be hung-over. Not today, cuz.”
 
   “No hangover,” Stanford says as he walks out of the bathroom, rubbing his face with a wet towel. “But I think I’m still trippin’ on shrooms.”
 
   “Jesus, Ford,” Val says as she looks about the mess of an apartment. “Better pull it together or Aunt Maura will rip you a new one.”
 
   “I think Benji already did that,” Stanford smiles as he pats his ass. “He’s a cute one, huh?”
 
   Val shrugs. “I thought you were fucking that Pickering girl?”
 
   “Pussy gets old,” Stanford shrugs. “Gotta mix it up, ya know?”
 
   “Nope,” Val says, shaking her head. “I’m strictly a cock and balls girl. No switch hitting for me.”
 
   “Whatever floats your boat, cuz,” Stanford says. “Ready?”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Born ready,” Stanford says as he grabs his boots and a pair of socks and gestures to the front door. “After you, my lady.”
 
   “Thank you, kind sir,” Val says as she walks past then stops and socks Stanford in the gut.
 
   “What the fuck, Val,” Stanford oofs.
 
   “Just double checking,” Val says. “Wanted you to get whatever puking you have in you done now. Can’t have my favorite cousin vomiting during the Teamtrials.”
 
   “I told you, I’m not hung over,” Stanford says then yanks the water jug out of Val’s hand. “But I am thirsty as all fuck.” He chugs half the water and then belches. “That hits the spot.”
 
   “Fucking asshole,” Val snaps. “That was my ration for the day.”
 
   “Oh, quit bitching,” Stanford says as they walk down the stairs from the second floor and out to the street. “My mom will have plenty of water at the barracks.”
 
   “Not today, fucknut,” Val says. “No water until after the Trials. This is a test to find the best of the best, remember? And the best don’t get thirsty mid-fight.”
 
   “Well, that’s bullshit since I’m the best and extremely thirsty,” Stanford grins. “You need to chill, little cuz. We’ve been kicking ass on Beta One, there’s no way we won’t make it into Alpha.”
 
   “Sure, easy for you to say since your mom is the fucking Commander,” Val frowns. “Not so easy for me.”
 
   “You are my favorite cousin and her favorite niece, Val,” Stanford says. “And way less disappointing than her only child. You have a better shot than I do. Fuck, she probably won’t let me in just to prove she isn’t playing favorites.”
 
   “Fuck that,” Val says, waving to a mother and her children busy throwing food to the chickens pecking at the grass in their front yard. “You’re the best shooter in the Stronghold and the second best fighter.”
 
   “You being the first best, I take it?” Stanford laughs.
 
   “Just the best,” Val grins. “No need to qualify it with ‘first’.”
 
   They walk for a couple more blocks, passing old brick and wood buildings, many of them patched together with various materials. In the zombie apocalypse, you take what you can find and make do. Another block and they come across an entire family in their driveway going through fight drills. The father and mother instruct the children on how to hold an axe properly and where to aim to take down a Z.
 
   The head, of course.
 
   They see Val and wave. She waves back. Stanford waves, but the mother moves in front of her husband, glaring.
 
   “Ford, you didn’t?” Val asks, shaking her head as they walk past the family and turn at the corner of the block. “The guy has kids.”
 
   “I don’t know if I did or didn’t,” Stanford says. “Don’t recognize the guy.”
 
   “Slut,” Val smirks.
 
   Stanford just shrugs.
 
   Turning onto Broadway, the two cousins see people making their way onto what was once the University of Colorado campus, but now serves as the Team barracks and command center.
 
   “I still don’t know why the hurry for the Trials,” Stanford says. “Moving up the schedule is a bit weird, don’t you think?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Val says. “Aunt Maura didn’t say anything to you?”
 
   “Dear old mumsy hasn’t said a word to me since we got back from the last run down in D-town,” Stanford says. “She wasn’t very happy about that stunt I pulled.”
 
   “You could have burned down all of Sector Five,” Val replies. “She had reason to be unhappy.”
 
   “But I killed what, like a hundred Zs at once?” Stanford asks. “Led them into that building, using myself as fucking bait, then locked the doors and lit a match.”
 
   “I’m not saying it wasn’t a good idea,” Val says. “But if sparks had spread, then it would have been a disaster.”
 
   “Woulda, coulda, shoulda,” Stanford shrugs. “Whatcha gonna do?”
 
   “I’m gonna break my dick off in your ass, faggot,” a short, thick man says as he comes running up behind the two. “Then make you beg for more.”
 
   “Anyone that is subjected to your tiny whang will beg for more,” Stanford says. “They’ll beg for something at least.”
 
   “Fuck you, Lee,” the man grins.
 
   “Right back at you, Cole,” Stanford smiles and gives the man a high five.
 
   “Hey, Val,” Coleman Wright says. “You ain’t lettin’ this fucker distract you, are ya?”
 
   “Please,” Val says. “I’ve been ignoring this shit since we were born.”
 
   A good ten years older than the cousins, Coleman Wright walks next to them, shirtless so the ropy muscles, and the pink scars that crisscross his dark brown skin, are on display for everyone. A sheen of sweat covers his chest and he causally wipes it away, flicking the sweat to the ground.
 
   “Dude,” Val says. “Yuck.”
 
   “Oh, did I get some on ya?” Cole asks then grabs her up in a bear hug.
 
   “Fuck you, Coleman!” Val shouts just before head-butting the man.
 
   “Ow! Jesus, Val,” Cole grunts as he drops her. “You gotta learn the difference between play and for realsies.”
 
   “You gotta stop getting your sweat on me,” Val says.
 
   “Come on,” Cole winks. “You like it. What do you say later tonight we see how much you like it?”
 
   “No,” Val says.
 
   “Come on,” Cole pleads. “Remember that one New Year’s? You telling me that didn’t work for you?”
 
   Val rolls her eyes. “Answer is still no. I’m with Hamish.”
 
   “Terlington?” Cole laughs. “Doctor Boring?”
 
   Val shrugs.
 
   “The lady said no, Cole,” Stanford says. “But I’m up for some sweating.”
 
   “Jesus, Ford,” Cole says. “You are such a slut.”
 
   “You’re the second person to tell me that this morning,” Stanford smiles. 
 
   As they get closer, Cole starts winking and pointing at the young women in the crowd that are filtering into the building once known as Carlson Gymnasium. The ghost of the name can still be seen up over the door. Most of the young women frown and look away, but some smile wide, glad for the attention of the Team Leader of Denver Team Beta Two.
 
   “Who’s the slut now?” Stanford says, laughing at Coleman’s antics. 
 
   “Can’t be a slut if I don’t get any,” Cole says. “I’m good for a laugh, but not for a shag.”
 
   “Ahhh, poor baby,” Val says. “Maybe I will give you a pity fuck later.”
 
   “I’ll take all the pity you want to give,” Cole laughs.
 
   The crowd is thick at the entrance and the three have to push their way through, not bothering to say sorry or excuse me since as soon as they are recognized folks move out of their way. The three Mates’ moods and attitudes quickly change from smart-ass to straight edge. No more sexual banter or sarcastic insults. They are now inside the Gym and a Team Mate doesn’t fuck around inside the Gym.
 
   “Good morning,” a woman says. Average height, late-fifties, salt and pepper hair tied up in a tight bun, crisp dark blue uniform with the nametag “Commander Lee” sewn over her left breast. “Stanford, I’m pleased you made it on time and not smelling of vomit.”
 
   “I do have standards,” Stanford says. “You’re looking very butch this morning, Mother. I hope that doesn’t mean you’re promoting only the dykes into DTA.”
 
   Commander Lee sighs heavily. “Why do you have to say things like that? You only reinforce old world bigotry by perpetuating slurs like that.”
 
   “Cole called me a faggot outside,” Stanford says.
 
   “Hey!” Cole snaps, looking at the commander with alarm. “It was a joke, sir! He knows it was a joke! Tell her, Ford!”
 
   “I am well aware of your sense of humor, TL Wright,” Commander Lee says. “However crude it may be, and however much I believe it undermines your command as a TL, it is still obviously humor. My son’s quips and barbs? Not so funny.”
 
   “Tough room,” Stanford says.
 
   “Hello, Val,” Commander Lee smiles. “Are you ready for the trials?”
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be, sir,” Val says, not daring to be anything but formal with the commanding officer even if she is her aunt.
 
   “Good,” Commander Lee says and looks about the crowd as people take seats in the old wooden bleachers. “And my brother isn’t here, I see. God forbid Collin Baptiste is bothered with anything to do with family.”
 
   “Dad’s working through our food rations,” Val says. “One sip at a time.”
 
   “Good Lord,” Commander Lee says then looks at her son. “At least you can never be the biggest disappointment in the family.” With that said, she nods at them all, turns on her heel and walks her way to a small podium set off to the side of the Gym.
 
   “We’ll see about that!” Stanford calls after her. “The day has just started!”
 
   “What the fuck did you two do in your past lives?” Cole asks as they walk over to the other candidates standing close to a large mat in the center of the Gym floor. “You each have a peach of a parent.”
 
   “The Baptistes fell apart after Granny G died,” Val says. “I think that woman was all that kept the family together. Once she passed, they all sorta lost their way.”
 
   “No shit,” Stanford says. “I do miss that old woman. She used to tell me stories about the convoy trip across the country to the Stronghold. We live in Paradise compared to that.”
 
   “Your great grandmother was something, that’s true,” Coleman nods. “She died at what? Ninety-five?”
 
   “She was older than that that,” Val answers. “She was a kid when Z-Day hit and that was almost a hundred years ago.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Cole says. “No one lives that long.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Shut up,” Stanford says. “Party’s getting started.”
 
   The crowd takes their seats while the eight candidates around the mat snap to attention as Commander Lee steps behind the podium and gives a short nod.
 
   “Please lower your heads for the Remembrance,” she says.
 
   The whole room goes silent and every head is lowered instantly.
 
   “We always remember,” Commander Lee says in a strong and confident voice that carries to every ear. “The past is where we came from, but not who we are. Today we live. We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember,” the entire Gym says.
 
   “There was weakness once, but not anymore. Today we live. We always remember,” Commander Lee continues.
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   “Anger is not hatred, violence is not evil,” she says. “This we have learned because today we live. We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   “You must work for security and die for safety. This is truth because today we live. We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
    “No matter what, we do what is right, since every person counts and today we live. We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   “We are a community, a society, a family. One and all we are together. That is why today we live and we always remember.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   “And why do we always remember?”
 
   “Because every person counts.”
 
   “Yes, every person counts.”
 
   “Every person counts.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember.”
 
   There is silence for exactly five seconds, then everyone raises their heads and starts cheering and clapping.
 
   Commander Lee lifts her hands and the Gym quiets down. “As you know, we lost two mates from Denver Team Alpha last week.”
 
   “We always remember,” the crowd says.
 
   “That we do,” Commander Lee responds. “As a military society we have sworn to protect any and all that seek refuge within our walls. In order to do that, we must have the strength of the Teams at full. We have many fine candidates ready to step into roles on Denver Team Betas One and Two, but, as you can see, only eight qualify to move up into the vacated slots on Denver Team Alpha.”
 
   “Long live Dead Team Alpha!”
 
   “Long live DTA!”
 
   “We are alive today because of DTA!”
 
   “Every person counts!”
 
   “Yes, yes, thank you,” Commander Lee says as she holds her hands out to silence the enthusiastic members of the crowd. “I thank you for that tribute.”
 
   She looks at the eight candidates, making sure she holds eye contact with each one for no more and no less than three seconds.
 
   “I do not need to introduce them since we all know each other,” Commander Lee says. “But I will say that two of the candidates are part of my family. Nothing new since we are a community of only three thousand and many Commanders over the decades have had to deal with the same situation. This is why the Commander does not make the final decision. It is left to the Team Mates to decide who will join them.”
 
   As soon as she says that, eight men and women come into the Gym from a side door. Denver Team Alpha. Dead Team Alpha. DTA. They take positions off to the side and stand at attention.
 
   The crowd gets to their feet and salutes, waiting until the salutes are returned by DTA before sitting back down.
 
   “Denver Team Alpha has been given the unfortunate, yet accurate, nickname of Dead Team Alpha,” Commander Lee says. “More Mates from DTA have died than from any of the other Teams combined. They are our front line defense, our strike force, and our best refugee retrieval unit.”
 
   “Every person counts!” the crowd yells.
 
   “Every person counts,” Commander Lee says. “Of the eight candidates, two will move into DTA while the rest will take on new roles in their respective Teams or be assigned to a new Team. The two chosen will need to show not just that they are physically strong, but also mentally and emotionally strong. This is why we have the Trials. Today all eight candidates will be beaten and humiliated. Those left standing will be the ones the DTA picks from. On this day, and this day alone, only two people will count.”
 
   The Gym is silent.
 
   “I give the floor to Team Leader Margaret Lafferty,” Commander Lee says, nodding at a tall, broad shouldered woman stepping from the row of DTA members. “From here on, until the two have been chosen, TL Lafferty is the law. What she says goes. Any that argues, whether candidates or spectators, will be removed from the Gym. There is no argument.”
 
   “Only the TL has the say,” the crowd says.
 
   “Rightly so,” Commander Lee says. “Let’s begin.”
 
   “Candidates!” TL Lafferty shouts. “You will drop and give me infinity push-ups. I will tell you when to stop, if ever. The first to fail will get off their worthless faces and leave without argument. Understood?”
 
   “Sir, yes, sir!” the candidates shout.
 
   “Then what the fuck are you waiting for?” she roars. “Fucking drop and give me forever!”
 
   As one, eight men and women fall to the floor and begin with their arms out to the side, and their legs and backs straight, as if a line had been drawn from their shoulders to their heels. The movements begin in unison, but soon some fall behind while others seem to move faster and faster with each grunt and push. Sweat beads, drips, pools.
 
   The crowd watches in silence, enduring the monotony of movements with rapt attention while DTA Mates begin to circle the candidates. Without a word, not even a nod, TL Lafferty gives the order and the Mates move in on their distracted victims.
 
   Boots come down on backs hard, not to add weight, but to deliver brutal, spine cracking blows. The candidates don’t cry out, well aware that the violence was inevitable, having all witnessed the trials since they were small children. Instead, they push on and on, swallowing the torture with each stomp.
 
   Thirty minutes, then forty, fifty, a full hour goes by before the first candidate fails, unable to keep up the pace while enduring the endless torture of boot to back. The man lies there for a few seconds, and then painfully gets to his feet. He stumbles to the side, straightens himself and his uniform, and walks proudly out of the Gym, his left leg trailing slightly as he winces with each step. The crowd silently gets to its feet as he leaves, and then promptly sits back down.
 
   The rest of the candidates continue until number two falls. And she falls hard. Her arms give out, slipping from fatigue and the sweat that’s pooled under her palms. Her face slams into the Gym floor and the loud crunch of broken bone is heard as blood explodes from her nose. The DTA Mates are about to lift her and drag her away, but she is able to get control of her shaking arms and ease herself up onto her knees. She wipes the blood from her nose with the back of her hand.
 
   The crowd stands again, but no one watches her as she staggers outside, all eyes focused on the rest of the candidates as TL Lafferty begins walking between them. She sees them struggle to keep pushing, sizing up the ones she thinks are next to fall.
 
   “Stop,” she says. They do. “Get up.”
 
   The six candidates left, their bodies shaking and spent, help each other to their feet. TL Lafferty briefly smiles at this. The lone wolf can never be a Mate. It is the Team or nothing. Every person counts.
 
   She points. “You, Hoffman. You, Baptiste. Center up.”
 
   A man built like a gorilla moves onto the mat and watches as Val joins and faces him. They nod at each other.
 
   “Clank? Teach them,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   Hoffman and Val frown and then turn in time to see a massive mountain running towards them. Morgan “Clank” Withers is six feet and eight inches and has actually been witnessed lifting the husk of an old automobile off a refugee before. The muscles on his muscles have muscles on their muscles and every inch of him quivers with deadly intentions.
 
   Val bounces on the balls of her feet while Hoffman plants his heels firmly into the mat and squats, lowering his center of gravity. Clank gets to the mat and slides to a halt, his hands reaching down and grabbing the edge while the two candidates look on, stunned.
 
   Hoffman doesn’t stand a chance. In fact, he doesn’t stand at all as the mat is yanked out from under the candidates’ feet. Val, staying nimble, jumps at the last second, avoiding the embarrassment that her fellow candidate suffers. Hoffman falls back onto his ass with a “woof.’ He is too surprised to see the attack coming.
 
   Clank throws the mat aside and it sails across the Gym like an overgrown Frisbee. The first two rows on the bleachers all scurry out of the way as the canvas comes right at them. Before it touches the ground, Clank is straddling Hoffman, his right fist raised.
 
   “Night night, gorilla boy,” Clank says, his voice surprisingly melodic, not a rumble or a growl one would expect from a man his size.
 
   The fist connects and Hoffman does as he’s told, all conscious thought gone as the back of his head slams into the floor. Clank scoops him up and throws the concussed man over his shoulder. Not a sound is made as Clank walks the man outside and tosses him onto the slightly overgrown grass in front of the Gym. He casually walks back in and nods at Val. She nods back and looks to TL Lafferty.
 
   “Pick your partner,” TL Lafferty says. Val is about to speak when TL Lafferty holds up a finger. “Not your cousin.”
 
   “TL Wright,” Val says.
 
   Cole nods and steps to her side.
 
   “TL Moore, Mate Lee,” TL Lafferty says. “Kill them.”
 
   Stanford glances over at a woman that is half his size. Bordering on being a little person, Holly Moore is the TL of Denver Team Beta One. Light brown skin with almond shaped eyes and blazing red hair, she shows her heritage of a mix between Scottish, Thai and Cherokee. Even though she is Val and Stanford’s Team Leader, today she’s just one of the candidates, ready to take a beating, or dish one out, as necessary. 
 
   “Today!” TL Lafferty barks.
 
   Stanford walks up to Cole and blows him a kiss just before he sends an incredibly telegraphed right hook at the man’s head. Cole easily ducks under it, which blocks his view from the left knee that’s coming towards his ribs. The air escapes his lungs and he looks at Stanford with complete surprise.
 
   “You…fuck,” Cole gasps as he stumbles back. His side feels like broken glass and he knows at least three ribs are cracked.
 
   “Sorry, buddy,” Stanford says. “All’s fair and that shit, ya know?”
 
   “Fuck off,” Cole says and comes in hard.
 
   He tries to protect his wounded side, but when he does, he takes two stunning blows to his head.
 
   While Cole struggles with Stanford, Val studies Moore’s movements. The smaller woman moves from foot to foot, her arms loose at her sides, swinging, swinging, and swinging, in an almost hypnotic fashion.
 
   The movement is carefully crafted, designed to keep the attention of a flesh-eating Z, but being the daughter of a drunk and junkie, Val knows misdirection when she sees it. She watches Moore’s core, keeping her eyes on the spot right above the woman’s belly button. When Moore goes in for the attack, it’s already over.
 
   Afterward, when the Trials are finished, no one in the crowd can say for certain what happened. One second Moore is spinning in with a roundhouse kick and the next second she’s down, her leg pointing in a most unnatural direction.
 
   To her credit, and the reason she’s a TL, she doesn’t cry out. She swallows the pain and stares at Val as she is helped off the Gym floor, and carried by two spectators towards the hospital. Val feels bad for her TL, but that’s as far as the sympathy goes. She wonders who will take the woman’s place.
 
   A loud grunt behind her gets her attention quickly and Val spins around in time to see Cole puking blood all over the floor as Stanford buries his fist in the man’s stomach.
 
   That’s not good, she thinks.
 
   Stanford is thinking the same thing and kneels down immediately next to his fallen friend.
 
   “Fuck, Cole, what did I do?” Stanford asks. “I didn’t hit you that-.”
 
   A forehead smashing into his teeth cuts off Stanford’s sentence. The skin across Cole’s brow splits and bleeds as Stanford tumbles onto his back. Cole is up, blood dripping into his eyes, and on Stanford in a flash, both fists hammering down again and again.
 
   Unable even to get his hands up to block, Stanford just takes the beating until he hears TL Lafferty call out.
 
   “Enough,” TL Lafferty says. “Back in line, TL Wright.” 
 
   Cole gets to his feet and moves next to Val. He avoids the look she gives him, knowing his attack was overkill for sure.
 
   “Please leave, Mate Lee,” TL Lafferty says. She waits, but Stanford doesn’t respond. “Mate? You will remove yourself from the Trials.”
 
   Rolling onto his side, his face a bloody mess, Stanford vomits onto the Gym floor. He reaches out and drags a finger through it until the words, “Fuck You” are written in the sick. Each movement is excruciating, but Stanford manages to get his hands and knees under him. He takes deep breaths, blowing bloody snot bubbles out of his smashed nose, and looks up at the TL.
 
   “You…quitting…on me?” he asks the woman. “Because…I…ain’t done.”
 
   TL Lafferty raises an eyebrow and nods. “Back in line then, Mate.”
 
   Grunting from the effort, Stanford gets onto shaky legs and starts to shuffle to the other candidates.
 
   “Tiny D?” TL Lafferty asks, quiet enough that most of the spectators don’t even know she’s spoken.
 
   Dorothy “Tiny D” Peters walks slowly towards Stanford. Her hair is in tight black cornrows which stretch into braids that go all the way down her back. The tips shine from the small, barbed blades that hold the ends of the braids together. The bright white of her teeth splits the pitch black of her face as she gives Stanford a shark grin.
 
   “Oh, come on,” Stanford says as he tries to brace his feet. “Give a guy a break.”
 
   “Breaks are for bones,” Tiny D says. “And for those without stones.”
 
   To his credit, Stanford is able to block the first blow. And, again to his credit, he doesn’t pass out when the second connects to his temple. But, to Tiny D’s credit, he’s unconscious before his body hits the floor after the third blow.
 
   “Damn,” Val whispers.
 
   “Something to say, Mate Baptiste?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   Val wisely doesn’t answer.
 
   The crowd watches as Stanford is dragged outside, while the candidates keep their eyes on TL Lafferty.
 
   “Only three now. Even though this has gone much faster than anticipated, I’m thinking a break,” TL Lafferty says to the crowd. “I believe water, as well as canned fruit has been set up outside. If you will join me, we will resume in thirty minutes.”
 
   The spectators get up and all walk quietly from the Gym, while the candidates stay in place, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
 
   “As for you fucks,” she sneers. “There are three of you left. And three pull-up bars against that wall. Get to it. Do not stop. You can quit when I return from my snack.”
 
   She turns and walks out of the Gym, joined by Commander Lee, while the rest of DTA stays behind. They all fold their arms and glare at the last three candidates.
 
   “Fuck,” Cole says. “My fucking ribs.”
 
   “Shut up, pussy,” Leslie Hawks says, member of Silo Team Beta and one of the three candidates left. Bald scalp with a horse face that’s been said to scare even God, Hawks marches over to the far wall and jumps up, grabbing onto the pull-up bar above her.
 
   “You okay?” Val asks. “You puked blood, dude.”
 
   “Bit my cheek,” Cole smirks. “Hard. He fell for it.”
 
   Val shakes her head then punches Cole on the shoulder and goes to her own bar. The metal bar is cold to her hot, sweat slick palms, and she worries more about keeping her grip than her arms giving out. She starts her pull-ups, keeping mental count, making a game of the torture, trying to see if she can beat her personal best.
 
   Cole is close behind and chooses the bar only feet from Val. He grabs onto the bar and manages one pull-up without crying out, but he can’t stay quiet for the second.
 
   DTA smells blood in the water and they stomp over and form a semi-circle around Cole.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Shame about Mate Lee,” TL Lafferty says as she plucks a peach from a jar and pops it into her mouth, offering the jar to Commander Lee. “I was hoping to have his eye on my Team.”
 
   “You have other good shooters to rely on,” Commander Lee says, taking a peach from the offered jar. “You’ll make do.”
 
   “I’m tired of making do, Maura,” TL Lafferty says, lowering her voice so those around can’t overhear. “I need someone on overwatch that can cover the whole Team. That’s fucking why I’m down two Mates, because Zs got through and my sniper missed it. If we are going to accomplish what the Mayor has planned, then I can’t worry about losing people to Zs, let alone the strange increase in Z herds hitting Denver.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Commander Lee replies. “But the trials are what they are. If you’d wanted him so bad you could have held off.”
 
   “I didn’t actually think Wright would take him out,” TL Lafferty shrugs. “And if my Team ever got wind I was trying to sway the outcome, they’d gut me in my sleep and toss me down the mountain.”
 
   “That’s why the Trials decide for us,” Commander Lee says.
 
   There’s a shout of pain from inside the Gym then another. And another. The crowd all go quiet and look over at Commander Lee and TL Lafferty.
 
   “Sounds like Wright is down,” TL Lafferty says. “We better get back inside. The last two will have to spar for pecking order. No one wants to be bottom turd in the pile.”
 
   “No, they do not,” Commander Lee replies as the spectators file back into the Gym. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You two are the last,” TL Lafferty says to Hawks and Val. “Welcome to Dead Team Alpha!”
 
   The crowd cheers and jumps to its feet, while Commander Lee frowns at the use of the nickname.
 
   “Hold on, hold on,” TL Lafferty calls out. “HOLD ON!”
 
   The crowd quiets quickly and takes their seats.
 
   “Thank you,” TL Lafferty says. “Before these two are welcomed into the DTA fold, they have to work something out. You see, in DTA, as well as all the Teams, there is a hierarchy beyond just the chain of command. The lowest on the totem pole gets the shit jobs. That’s just life.”
 
   Val and Hawks turn and look at their new Team Leader and frown.
 
   “Crap,” Val says. “I hate this part.”
 
   “I’m not worried,” Hawks replies. “I’ll break you.”
 
   Val snorts as she listens to TL Lafferty finish.
 
   “First three shots landed wins,” TL Lafferty says. “I’d let them really fight it out, but I’d rather the rookies not be beat to shit when we hit the field tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Hawks whispers. “That soon?”
 
   Val shakes her head, just as confused.
 
   “Quiet, rookies,” one of the DTA Mates, Junior Hoal, says.
 
   “Yes, please,” TL Lafferty grins. “Mates? First three shots. You lose, you’re on shitter duty until you move up in the ranks.”
 
   “Fuck that,” Hawks says as she whirls on Val and elbows her in the throat.
 
   Val goes down, her hands around her neck as she gasps for breath. Hawks comes in for a kick, but Val punches her right in the crotch. A squeak escapes Hawks’s lips, but the blow only makes her stagger back.
 
   “You think I have balls?” Hawks laughs. “Do you even know how to fight?”
 
   Her legs are swept out from under her, as she takes one final step back, putting her right where Val wants her. After the leg sweep, Val launches herself at Hawks, her fist coming down full force onto Hawks’s gut. The woman’s eyes go wide as all the air rushes from her lungs, her diaphragm almost paralyzed by the blow.
 
   Keeping her momentum, Val straddles Hawks’s hips and gives her a wink.
 
   “Welcome to shitter duty,” she grins and then flicks Hawks’s nose.
 
   “Bitch,” Hawks says.
 
   “That’s it, folks,” TL Lafferty says. “We have our new Team Mates for DTA. Thanks for coming and I hope to never see you here again.”
 
   “Every person counts,” half the crowd says.
 
   “We always remember,” the other half responds.
 
   Val helps Hawks to her feet and the two women hug. Then their new Team sweeps them up in a group hug, which quickly turns into semi-playful slaps, smacks, kicks, and headbutts.
 
   “Okay, new Mates, listen up. Move your gear by 1700,” TL Lafferty says. “Until then, you have the day to yourselves. Briefing is at 0400. We move out at 0500, so I’d leave the drink and drugs for another night. You two may have won, but we don’t celebrate this, you hear? Two Mates died to give you your spots.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Val and Hawks say as they solute TL Lafferty.
 
   Hawks hurries off to a waiting group of friends ready to give enthusiastic congratulations, leaving Val standing by herself. The Gym is almost empty when she notices Cole sitting with his back against the wall under the pull-up bar he’d been humiliated on earlier.
 
   “Fucking cracked ribs,” Cole says as Val sits down next to him. “Bullshit injury.”
 
   “At least you didn’t get your face rearranged,” Val says, giving him a scolding look.
 
   “Oh, fuck off,” Cole replies. ‘The little buttfucker will heal.”
 
   “I certainly hope you aren’t referring to my son, TL Wright,” Commander Lee says as she walks up to the two. “Calling the Team Leader of DTB Two a buttfucker is not how we comport ourselves.”
 
   “Oh, shit, sorry, Commander,” Cole replies. “Wait…what? Team Leader of DTB Two?”
 
   “My son is being promoted,” Commander Lee smiles. “As are you. Mate Stanford Lee will be taking your position while you take on Team Leader duties for DTB One.”
 
   “What about TL Moore?” he asks.
 
   “With that leg? She won’t be leading any Team for a while,” Commander Lee responds.
 
   “What about when she’s healed?” Cole asks.
 
   “That’s something I’ll be discussing with Mate Moore in private. Not something you need to worry about,” Commander Lee says. “For now, what you do have to worry about are those ribs. Go to the hospital and get yourself looked at. I expect you at full strength at the briefing at 0400.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Cole says as he waves Val’s helping hand away and stands up. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Don’t thank me for this, TL Wright,” Commander Lee says. “It isn’t a gift, trust me. You will have to earn the trust of a Team that just lost its TL to injury as well as two of its strongest Mates to new Teams.”
 
   “Right, of course,” he says and looks at Val. “Want to head over to the hospital? I could use your help. Not looking forward to seeing Ford without backup.”
 
   “Mate Baptiste will be staying behind,” Commander Lee says. “I’ll walk her over shortly so I can check on my son.”
 
   “About that-,” Cole starts.
 
   “He lost, pure and simple,” Commander Lee interrupts. “Nothing else to say.”
 
   “Right,” Cole nods and salutes then winces as his ribs protest. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Dismissed, TL,” Commander Lee says. She waits for him to leave the Gym then turns to her niece, some of the Commander slipping away and the aunt taking over. “I ran into Juney Belle Lindeloff as the crowd was leaving.”
 
   “Oh,” Val says. “Great. Yeah, like I said, Dad’s sipping away everything we own.”
 
   “It’s not that,” Commander Lee says. “Although that is the root. Juney Belle says he went after Harmon with a knife. Cut him deep.”
 
   “Oh, shit!” Val cries.
 
   “He’ll be fine, just going to need some wound maintenance for at least two weeks,” Commander Lee says. “It needs to be irrigated and cleaned twice a day. Which puts Juney Belle out of work for those two weeks. That means they won’t get food rations at all without one of them working.”
 
   “Give them my pay,” Val says. “It will at least keep it away from Dad.”
 
   “That’s the other part,” Commander Lee says. “My brother is in the jail right now sleeping it off, of course. While your pay may help, it won’t cover everything they need. Your father will need to get a job to make up the difference until Harmon can work again. Want me to go with you after we swing by the hospital to help break the news to him?”
 
   “No, thanks,” Val says. “I can see you’re enjoying the idea of Dad working just a little too much. You’ll just piss him off more.” She sees the look of incredulity on her aunt’s face. “Don’t even try to pretend. You two can barely breathe the same air without fighting.”
 
   “True,” Commander Lee admits. “Let’s go see my pride and joy and then you can tend to yours.”
 
   Val lets the slight against Stanford go. She doesn’t need to get on her aunt’s bad side; she already has enough family drama to deal with.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three- Mission Plausible
 
    
 
    Pre-Z, Boulder, Colorado was a vibrant university town built in the lower slopes of the Rocky Mountains. Due to the classic grid structure prevalent in western American urban planning, as well as the natural terrain, Boulder lent itself to fortification better than the majority of American cities and towns that tried to hold off the zombie hordes and herds that rampaged across the land.
 
   The first set of fences and barricades were set all along the western edge of the city up to 28th Street, over and down the Foothills Parkway, and then down to Baseline Drive. Due to the proximity of the University of Colorado to Baseline Drive, it was the main staging ground for all of the major battles between the living and the undead. 
 
   It took years, and many lives lost, to perfect, but now the Baseline Drive gate is the first sign of true security refugees see once they have been liberated from the wasteland of Denver below and brought to the Stronghold. A massive fifty foot wall of concrete and steel stretches along Baseline, up Broadway Street to Canyon Boulevard, over to 28th Street and then down back to Baseline. This area houses all essential structures including the hospital, Team barracks and command center, administrative hall, commissary and various small businesses. The majority of citizens live within the walls in either houses or the many refurbished condo and apartment complexes.
 
   The rest of the residents that lie outside the wall still utilize the security of the original perimeter, but with many modifications and redundancies along almost every block. The people that choose to live outside the wall do so for reasons that are their own, but with the understanding that they are entrusted to be the first alerts if the perimeter falls to an attacking horde. 
 
   Or to other unsavory forces.
 
   In the zombie apocalypse it’s not just the undead that will kill you.
 
   The people, man. The people…
 
   Cannibals, cults, crazies. The three Cs of the apocalypse. 
 
   Bands of marauders, gangs of killers, legions of nutjobs. They all came at the Stronghold to take what they could, destroy what they couldn’t, and kill everyone in their path. It took every single man, woman and child to fight them off in the first few years. Good people were lost, bad people were killed, too many people were left without hope.
 
   Until the Great El came along with her family and what was left of a doomed convoy. They had escaped a hell in the mountains of North Carolina, fighting every mile along the way, until they limped into the Stronghold.
 
   And it all changed.
 
   From a town of survivors just trying to stay alive a few months more, came a culture built on military training and precision. The Great El showed the inhabitants of the Stronghold how to become soldiers, how to become warriors, how to become killers. With her people, she made the Stronghold something that the three Cs truly came to fear. And with the help of her wards, who would come to be known as the legends Granny G and Charlie Big Thinks, the wall was built.
 
   And just in time, for the herds and herds of Zs from the East Coast had decided to take a walk west. Within weeks of the wall’s completion, the first wave hit Denver below turning the dead city from dangerous to a shark infested sea of undeath.
 
   The Teams were born, the Sectors created, the protocols put into place. Denver was divided into areas where Teams patrolled and searched for survivors that had made it across the Plains to the foot of the Rocky Mountains. Way stations and safety points were set up throughout the dead city with Runners and sentries left to light the signal pyres. Any refugees that wanted to be rescued and taken up into the Stronghold need but ask.
 
   The reality is, though, that only ten percent of those that need help get it. The rest die before they find a way station, before a signal pyre can be lit, before a Team can get to them. Denver is truly a dead city, overrun by Zs in numbers that boggle the mind and freeze the spirit. No one knows why the numbers keep multiplying as the Zs march west. Theories abound that they are being drawn by something, or some primal migratory instinct has cut in. Whatever the reason, the military culture of the Stronghold is all that keeps the living from joining the ranks of the undead.
 
   And that culture is what Commander Lee and Val talk about as they walk their way to the hospital to check on Stanford and the others injured during the Trials. They walk shoulder to shoulder, having always been close as aunt and niece just like many mothers and daughters, their eyes subconsciously scanning the surroundings and faces of friends and acquaintances for unseen threats. They chat easily, seamlessly, but neither can let go of their training and fully relax.
 
   Their banter is light, then serious, then back to light, then jovial, and back to serious, right up until they walk through the front doors of the hospital.
 
   Stronghold Hospital is the only building in the sanctuary that has electric power. As the Great El was known to say, “People need electricity to stay alive, not to live.” Like many of the Great El’s sayings, there was a fine line between contradiction and brilliance. Val gives a cursory glance at the wind turbines that ring the building and stand out on top, before she and her aunt walk inside and are greeted by the facility coordinator, Dr. Hamish Terlington.
 
   “Why do you waste the greatest resource you have?” Hamish snaps as soon as he sees Commander Lee. “Can’t you devise some way of testing your best without breaking them?”
 
   “If they break inside the wall how long will they last outside?” Commander Lee responds.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if they don’t get a chance!” Hamish snaps. “I sometimes think you enjoy torturing your men and women.”
 
   “We all have our kinks, right?” Val adds, trying to defuse the tension. “Hey, guess what, Ham?”
 
   “Yes, yes, you made it onto the Dead Team, congratulations,” Hamish says. “And don’t call me Ham when I’m at work. I hate that, Val. Call me Hamish or Dr. Terlington.”
 
   “How about I just call you later?” Val smiles.
 
   Hamish turns bright red and purses his lips. “You…I…yeah. I’m off at 1900.”
 
   “And you have to be at the barracks by 1700,” Commander Lee says to Val. “Dr. Terlington will have to take a rain check on that call.”
 
   A man of average height and size, Hamish Terlington is bookish in every way: mousy brown hair, glasses, and a look behind those specs as if he wants to run at any second. Not exactly what most Team Mates would call desirable, but for Val he’s just right. Ever since grade school, she has kept close to Hamish, always defending him, always there for him no matter what was going on in her life. He was the rock to her cousin Stanford’s roll. 
 
   And, something that would surprise many of the women in the Stronghold, Hamish is a top notch lover. His knowledge of human anatomy is certainly a plus.
 
   “Sorry about tonight,” Val says and leans in for a quick kiss. “Duty calls.”
 
   “This is cute,” Commander Lee says. “And only slightly nauseating, but I’d like to see my son, please.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Hamish nods, giving Val a quick, embarrassed smile.
 
   They make their way down a couple hallways, passing families in for their monthly, and mandatory, health checks. Disease spreads quickly in a small community. Outside each occupied room, there is a stationary bicycle with a volunteer pedaling, generating power to battery banks stored within the room, ready in case the main power glitches. Which happens with increased frequency. Glitches are a part of the apocalypse.
 
   As the Great El would say, “If there isn’t a glitch, then you aren’t trying hard enough.” Again, plenty of contradictions with that one.
 
   “Here you go,” Hamish says as he shows the women into a room where a bandaged Stanford is busy arguing with a nurse. “Seriously, Ford?”
 
   “I’b fime,” Stanford says around the bandages that have pretty much replaced his face. “Nubbing a goob nab wome figs.”
 
   “Looking good, cuz,” Val grins. “We should go find Cole so you two can compare loser hickeys.”
 
   “Cole didid mag id?” Stanford asks.
 
   “Nope,” Val says, shaking her head. “But I did.”
 
   “Wite on, cuz!” Stanford nearly shouts, then closes his eyes as his face is wracked with pain. “Ow. Dat hurd.”
 
   “How soon before he can get back out into the field, doctor?” Commander Lee asks.
 
   “A week,” Hamish says then sees the look on the commander’s face. “Five days? Four?” Hamish’s body language says he wants nothing to do but crawl under Stanford’s bed and hide. “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Commander Lee nods. “TL Wright will be ready to hand over the reins then.”
 
   “Uh…whad?” Stanford asks, swatting at the nurse’s hands as she tries to finish affixing one last piece of tape to his forehead. “Nog id ovv!”
 
   “I have promoted Coleman Wright to Team Leader of DTB One and you are taking over his position as Team Leader for DTB Two,” Commander Lee says. “That’s why I came. I wanted you to hear it from me first instead of through the grapevine.”
 
   Stanford just stares.
 
   “Finally at a loss for words?” Commander Lee says. “I should have promoted you sooner.”
 
   “I’b being pwumoded?” Stanford asks. “Why?”
 
   “Because, despite your sarcastic facade, you have earned it,” Commander Lee says. “And you are the most experienced Mate available.”
 
   “And I thawd id was becuz you wuvved me,” Stanford says.
 
   “Now you’re just exaggerating that voice,” Commander Lee says. “You will rest and do as Hamish asks so you are ready for duty tomorrow. 0400. Be there.” She nods at Hamish, smiles at Val, and then gives Stanford a look between reproach and tolerance. “Good day to you.”
 
   Val gives her a quick salute and holds it until the woman has left the room.
 
   “Well, that was fun,” Stanford says. “Nothing like motherly love to speed up the healing process.”
 
   “So you can talk,” Val smirks. “Thank God. I was gonna smack you around if you kept up that fool voice for long.”
 
   “No smacking,” Hamish scolds. “No slapping, no wrestling, no kicking, not tripping, no nothing. You let him heal, Valencia Stella Baptiste.”
 
   “Oh, damn, girl!” Stanford laughs. ‘”You got the full name scolding!”
 
   “He only scolds when he wants a spanking later,” Val says and reaches out and pinches Hamish’s ass. The nurse, completely forgotten, hurries from the room as she tries to hide a giggle.
 
   “Dammit, Val!” Hamish snaps. “I have to maintain a professional appearance here! I wouldn’t go to your place of work and embarrass you, would I?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, you would,” Val says, “because you’d last all of two seconds in my place of work.”
 
   “Well, technically, yes, probably,” Hamish admits. “But that’s not the point!”
 
   “The point is our girl has made DTA. And I’m now a snooty patootey TL,” Stanford says, getting up and putting an arm around Val and Hamish’s shoulders. “And that calls for some celebration.”
 
   “I have to work,” Hamish says.
 
   “And I have to bail Dad out of jail,” Val says.
 
   “And I have to wait for my face to stop hurting,” Stanford says. “But fuck it, am I right? Beers at The Barrel? Yes?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, fuck you two then,” Stanford says. “I’ll just go drink alone and try not to get into trouble.”
 
   Hamish gives Val a pleading look.
 
   “Fine, fine, I’ll go with,” Val says, holding up her hand before Stanford can talk. “But you are coming to the jail with me first, Ford. And, we keep it to a couple of beers, and then we’re done so you can rest your face and I can get some sleep before I start my new gig in the morning.”
 
   “Oh, I doubt you’ll be sleeping much,” Stanford grins. “I bet you two have a little celebrating of the sweaty kind to do. Eh, eh?”
 
   “1700 call at the barracks,” Val frowns.
 
   “Of course,” Stanford says. “If I didn’t have all these bandages on you’d see the how sad I am for you face.”
 
   “I can hear it in your voice, smart ass,” Val says. “Let’s go and get this over with.”
 
   “No trouble!” Hamish yells after them as they leave the room. “I mean it! Guys? Guys!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A clump of mud is stuck to the toe of Sheriff Ward Marsh’s cowboy boot and he’s busy picking at it with a pencil when Val and Stanford walk the Sheriff’s Office. A big smile lights his face as he sees the two.
 
   “Well, if this isn’t now my favorite day,” Marsh says. “The sweet Val and Frankenstein’s monster.”
 
   “His name was Adam,” Stanford says. “Read a book, dillhole.”
 
   “I have, fuckface,” Marsh replies as he stands up and grabs a set of keys from out of his desk drawer. “That’s why I called you Frankenstein’s monster and not Frankenstein. Whatever the fuck his name is, you’re just as ugly.”
 
   “Is he awake?” Val asks.
 
   “Your dad?” Marsh replies. “Yeah, he’s awake. Come on, I’ll take you to him.”
 
   “Ah, just give us the keys,” Stanford says. “We know the way.”
 
   “I wouldn’t give you my keys even if it meant saving my life,” Marsh says.
 
   “What, don’t trust me? What if I told you I’m now the TL for one of the elite Teams in the Stronghold?” Stanford says. “Thousands of lives are in my hands.”
 
   “Elite? You’re TL for DTB Two,” Marsh says. “Not exactly elite.” He smiles and nods at Val. “And congratulations to you. You’ll kick ass with DTA, which is an elite Team.”
 
   “Thanks, Sheriff,” Val says. “Hard to be excited when I have to deal with shit like this.”
 
   “Hey!” Stanford says. Val frowns at him. “Oh, you meant your dad, sorry.”
 
   “Come on,” Marsh sighs. “Let’s go see the old fucker.”
 
   Bone thin with shoulders almost as wide as he is tall, Sheriff Marsh looks to many like a scarecrow that’s lost its stuffing, right down to the worn jeans and patched work shirts he wears. He twirls the key ring on one of his long fingers and whistles a random tune as he leads Val and Stanford back to the holding cells. A town, built on military systems and discipline, the holding cells rarely have anyone in them, leaving plenty of space for the few repeat offenders like Collin Baptiste.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Ward!” Val snaps. “Why the hell is he naked? Couldn’t you give him a jumpsuit or something?”
 
   “I did,” Marsh says as he unlocks the holding cell and steps to the side. “He pissed in it. Didn’t feel he derived a second chance.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” Collin growls. “I don’t need you here.”
 
   “Good to see you too, Dad,” Val says. “Get up. We’re taking you home.”
 
   “Don’t wanna go,” Collin says, folding his arms across his chest. “I like it right here.”
 
   “You’re going home to get showered and dressed,” Val states. “That way, you’ll be presentable when we try to find you a job.”
 
   “A what?” Collin asks.
 
   “A what?” Marsh echoes.
 
   “A what?” Stanford adds, not wanting to be left out.
 
   “A job,” Val says. “Doesn’t matter what it is. Probably only thing I can find you is working the septic crew, but at least that’ll get the ration tickets Juney Belle and Harmon will need.”
 
   “You’ve lost your mind, girl,” Collin chuckles. “I ain’t workin’ no fucking shitter job. And what’s this about Juney Belle? That cunt can go fuck herself.”
 
   The space between Val and her father disappears in a blink. She’s in his face, her eyes boring into his, her finger jammed against his chest.
 
   “Ow, Val, stop it,” Collin says, sounding more like a wounded kid than a father.
 
   “Does that hurt?” Val asks as she jabs him again. “Good. Think of it as a taste of what’s possible. You will get a job, you will hand over your ration tickets to Juney Belle, and you will stay off the hooch. Or I will fuck you up so bad that Hamish has to hook you to a tube and bag so you can piss. You understand me, old man?”
 
   Plenty of responses cross Collin’s mind, but for once, he does the smart thing and just nods. Anyone else and he would have laughed, but the look in his daughter’s eyes is too much to fight. His late wife would get the same look, and despite the rage fueling that look, he can’t help but miss it.
 
   “Ward? Can we get another jumpsuit, please?” Val asks without taking her eyes from her father. “I’ll make sure it’s washed and brought back tomorrow morning. Won’t I, Dad?”
 
   “It’ll be here tomorrow morning,” Collin agrees.
 
   “Be right back,” Marsh says.
 
   “Your daughter made DTA, Uncle Collin,” Stanford says. “I’m the new TL for DTB Two.”
 
   “Good for you, son,” Collin says, his attention still taken up by his daughter that refuses to remove herself from his face. “And you too, Val. Proud of you both.”
 
   Val snorts and shakes her head.
 
   “What?” Collin asks, his breath rank and reminiscent of week old corn and vomit. “A father can’t be proud?”
 
   “A father has to be a father first,” Val says.
 
   “Yeah, well... Oh, thanks, Ward.”
 
   “Don’t thank me, Baptiste,” Marsh says as he tosses a faded orange jumpsuit at Collin.  “Thank Juney Belle for not pressing charges. You got lucky, got it? Lifelong friends or not, dipshit, next time, I’ll have to put you before the tribunal. That happens and you won’t be walking out of here again for a long time.”
 
   “No need for threats, Ward,” Collin says. “It was all a misunderstanding.”
 
   “A ninety-two stitch misunderstanding,” Marsh says. “No more, Collin Baptiste. No more.”
 
   “I’ll make sure of that,” Val says. “Come on, Dad, time to look for work.”
 
   Sheriff Marsh steps aside and lets the three pass by, watching them as they walk down the hall and out of the holding cell area. He shakes his head and pinches the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Fucking Baptiste’ll be the death of me.”
 
   “I heard that, you old fart!” Collin calls out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wait, I need to clean up first,” Collin says as his daughter drags him to the house next to theirs. “Just let me grab a whore’s bath, Val.”
 
   “You’ll apologize and tell Juney Belle that you are going to replace the ration tickets they are losing because of what you did,” Val says, knocking on the front door as Stanford takes a seat on the curb out front. “Stand up straight and look like a man.”
 
   “No need to talk like that,” Collin grumbles. “I’m your father and I-”
 
   “Don’t start,” Val says as the door opens. “Hey, Juney Belle.”
 
   “Val,” Juney Belle nods. The weak smile on her face fades quickly as she sees Collin. “Oh…you.”
 
   “My dad has something to say,” Val says. “Don’t you, Dad?”
 
   “Val’s making me get a job and give you all my ration tickets,” Collin says. “And I have to stop drinking the hooch or Ward is going to put me in front of the tribunal.”
 
   “And?” Val prompts.
 
   “And what?” Collin asks. The two women stare at him. “Right, yeah, sorry for what I did to Harmon.”
 
   “Can I see him?” Val asks.
 
   “He’s sleeping,” Juney Belle says, her eyes sending waves of hate towards Collin. “Maybe later.”
 
   “I’m probably going to have to work the shitter tanks,” Collin says. “Hope you’re happy.”
 
   “Hit him,” Val says. “I’ll back you up.”
 
   “Funny,” Collin says.
 
   “Not kidding,” Val says, looking at Juney Belle. “Need me to hold him? You can have one free shot to the face or a couple to the gut. I’d suggest face, since hitting him in the gut could produce results neither of us want to witness.”
 
   “Hey, now,” Collin protests. “This isn’t cool. Not at-.”
 
   His head rocks back as Juney Belle slams her fist into his nose. They both give a cry as Juney Belle pulls her hand back, shaking it, while Collin clamps a hand to his bleeding nose.
 
   “You okay?” Val asks Juney Belle.
 
   “I’m fine,” Juney Belle says. “Thanks, Val. I do feel better. But keep your asshole of a father away from us, okay? Next time, I go for the gut. With a knife.”
 
   “Understood,” Val nods. “Give my best to Harmon and tell him how sorry I am.” She grabs her father’s arm and pulls him from the doorway. “Come on, you have a job interview to get to.”
 
   Stanford stands and looks at his uncle’s face.
 
   “That’s bullshit, Val,” Stanford says. “Next time you are letting people hit your dad, you sure as shit better make sure I get to witness it.”
 
   “It was spontaneous,” Val says. “Seemed like the right thing to do at the time. He needed a lesson.”
 
   “Stop talking about me like I’m a child,” Collin says.
 
   The two cousins look at each other and shake their heads.
 
   “Too easy,” Stanford says.
 
   “Like picking low hanging fruit,” Val says. “Let’s get inside and get junior here cleaned up and dressed. I want this day to be done with so I can get in some chill time before tomorrow.”
 
   “And make yourself smell all pretty for Doctor Love,” Stanford says. “I know you’re gonna try to sneak off for a pre-mission fuck.”
 
   “I am not,” Val snaps. “I’m not going to blow my shot at DTA.”
 
   “You still screwing that dork?” Collin asks as they step inside the Baptiste home. “Little nerdy twerp. Never liked him.”
 
   “Which makes him perfect,” Val says. “You liking someone is an instant red flag.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Fuck,” Stanford sighs, his feet up on the patio table as he and Val sit out back, waiting for Collin to be done getting ready. “My face really fucking hurts.”
 
   “Being a punching bag for Cole Wright will do that,” Val says.
 
   “He didn’t have to give me such a fucking beat down,” Stanford complains. “I think I was done after hit number five.”
 
   “Quit griping,” Val smiles. “You’re the new TL for DTB Two. That’s not something you expected when you got up this morning.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Stanford says. “You and your fucking bright side.”
 
   Val looks down at her feet and the two large duffel bags filled to bursting with her gear. She glances around her at the house she’s lived in her entire life. There have been stretches at the Team barracks, but being on a Beta Team meant she didn’t have to live there full time, but DTA is different. Always on call, always ready to hit the shithole of Denver at a moment’s notice.
 
   “Worried about leaving him on his own?” Stanford asks. “And don’t lie. You’re a shit liar.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you be worried?” Val replies. “You should be. This whole town should be. Collin Baptiste left to his own devices is scarier than an alley full of Zs.”
 
   “But at least I smell better,” Collin says from behind the screen door. He pushes it open and walks onto the porch, tucking in his mostly clean shirt. “Now.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Val says. “I have to be at the barracks by 1700. It’s already 1300. Daylight is burning.”
 
   “And there are those promised beers,” Stanford says.
 
   “Beers?” Collin asks.
 
   “Not for you,” Val says.
 
   “I’m not taking a shitter crew job,” Collin states.
 
   Val picks up her duffel bags and hands one to Stanford as he gets up from his chair. He starts to protest, but stops when he sees the look in her eyes.
 
   “We all do our part, Uncle Collin,” Stanford says. “Every person counts.”
 
   “Don’t give me that propaganda bullshit,” Collin snaps. “I served my time supporting the Teams, just like every able bodied person in this place. Did my two years as a Runner and got the fuck out. Why? Because not every person counts. We’re fucking numbers, kid. That’s all. Just numbers to bolster the Us versus Them war that won’t ever end.”
 
   “It’ll end,” Val says. “One day, we’ll wipe out the Zs. Then we won’t need the Teams.”
 
   “Great,” Collin laughs. “You two will be unemployed and can join me on the shitter crew.” He shakes his head. “It’ll never end, Valencia, so get that through your head, okay? Maybe Denver gets cleared, but it’ll fill back up as more Zs migrate west. The East Coast still has millions and millions of undead all ready to go on a road trip.” Val starts to speak, but her father cuts her off. “And you think all the fucking crazies out there are going to just go sane all of a sudden? It’ll never end. So don’t get your hopes up.”
 
   Stanford can see the struggle on Val’s face and he nudges her with his elbow as he walks to the porch steps. “Daylight’s burning, right? Let’s get Mr. Sunshine signed up and get you settled into the barracks. I’m sure your new Team has all kinds of fun and games planned for you.”
 
   “And you have a Team to command,” Val responds. “Anna Lee Franks is gonna love that.”
 
   “Shit,” Stanford says as they walk out to the street. “What am I going to do about her? She has been eyeing the TL job since before Cole took it.”
 
   “You’ll have to turn on that Lee charm,” Val laughs. “Which means you’re fucked, since she’s a Lee too and immune. Maybe you can appeal to her with cousinly love.”
 
   “Nah, she’s always hated me. She never has gotten me like you do, Val,” Stanford frowns then looks around. “Where’d your dad go?”
 
   Val looks about and spies the man taking a piss in the bushes.
 
   “Don’t wait for me!” he shouts. “Just a shake and I’m done!”
 
   “Barracks are looking pretty good now, huh?” Stanford says. “I think you’ve earned a little space from Uncle Trainwreck.”
 
   “Jesus,” Val replies. “Yeah, me too.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was harder than taking a toddler to his first day of preschool, but Val got her father signed up and dropped off at the Sewerage Maintenance office. He cursed and swore at her for her betrayal, but she just gave him a hug, and the finger, then left to get to her new position. He was going to have to take care of himself for a while. She is on DTA now and can’t be her father’s babysitter any longer.
 
   “What took ya, rookie?” Mate Lyle Diaz asks as Val walks into the DTA wing of the Team barracks. He’s seated at a large, round table, picking his fingernails with a knife. “Thought you’d be rip-roaring ready to hang paintings of kittens and rainbows over your new bunk.”
 
   “I’ve been a Mate for four years, Diaz,” Val replies. “I’m no rookie.”
 
   “You’ve been a Beta Mate,” Mate Duster Townsend says as he walks in rubbing a towel over his shorn scalp. The rest of his body is still wet from the shower. And completely naked. “Doesn’t count around here. That’s the cleanup crew, not the real deal.”
 
   Val smirks and gives him a quick look up and down then focuses on his crotch. “I’m not seeing much of a deal in here at the moment.”
 
   “I’m a grower, not a shower,” Duster smiles, giving his dick a quick wiggle. “Just wait a second and I’ll give you a two for one deal that you can’t pass up.”
 
   “Cute,” Val says as she looks about the room. “Which one is mine?”
 
   “Far corner,” Diaz replies, pointing to the last set of bunk beds at the end of the room. “Hawks was here before you so she stowed her crap on the bottom bunk. Looks like you’ll be smelling her farts all night long.”
 
   “I prefer the top,” Val replies, holding up a finger. “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   “Wasn’t going to say a thing,” Diaz smiles.
 
   Val lugs her gear over to the far set of bunks and drops the bags into the corner. She unzips them and pulls out her uniforms and other clothes, carefully laying them across the bunk, getting everything organized before stashing them in the stand up locker up against the wall.
 
   Once she has her clothes stowed, she unzips the second bag and begins to lay out her tactical gear.
 
   Two pairs of heavy boots, steel toed. Three pairs of gloves reinforced with small, steel plates for added impact. Four pairs of goggles, two tinted and two clear. A med kit. Four canteens. A collapsible baton. Six flares. And a tightly rolled, one person tent.
 
   The last item she removes is wrapped in cloth. Carefully, almost with reverence, she unwraps the item to reveal a leather-sheathed blade almost two feet long.
 
   “TL won’t let you bring any of that,” a voice says from behind her. “Everything comes from the armory before deployment and goes back to the armory after. No personal field kits. She doesn’t like variables.”
 
   Val looks over her shoulder at a fresh faced young man. Only an inch taller than Val, he gives her a wide smile, his dimples folding over the sea of freckles that cover his pale skin.
 
   “I’m bringing this,” Val says, patting the blade. “It’s been in my family for generations. It was given to Granny G by the-.”
 
   “The Great El herself,” Mate Bobby Breitenberg finishes for her. “Yeah, Baptiste, we all know the story. Everyone in the Stronghold knows the story. The Great El handed it to a young Granny G just before she walked outside the wall and down to Denver, never to be seen or heard from again.”
 
   “Yeah,” Val says, her face flushing with annoyance and embarrassment. “That’s the story.”
 
   “They say her ghost still haunts Denver,” Diaz calls from the table, now cleaning the fingernails on his other hand. “She watches over the Teams.”
 
   “I hear she’s still alive,” Tiny D says as she comes into the room naked and wet, drying her arms with a towel. She pulls it away and gives Duster a quick snap on the ass just before he pulls on his boxers.
 
   “Hey, bitch!” Duster yells, twisting around and looking down at his ass. “Fuck, TD! You broke skin!”
 
   “Couldn’t help myself,” she laughs. “That tight ass just gets me worked up.”
 
   “No way she’s still alive,” Diaz says, ignoring the two naked Team Mates. “She’d be like way over a hundred years old.”
 
   “Everyone said she wasn’t normal,” Tiny D responds, slipping on a tank top and pulling on her boxers. “Same with those sisters of hers. I hear that when she gave the blade to Granny G she looked the same age as when she arrived. That’s why she left with her sisters. People were getting freaked out.”
 
   “Who is getting freaked?” Mate Alastair Swanncutt asks as he walks into the room with a crate of bottles in hand. “Other than us, that is, now that I procured us some libations for the evening.”
 
   “I thought TL Lafferty said to lay off the drinking,” Val says. “We’re humping it down the mountain at 0500 after our briefing at 0400.”
 
   “Oh, shit, really?” Alastair grins. “Then I better go put this tasty beer back. I mean, if we’re humping it at 0500. In fact, we should just turn out the lights and tuck each other in.”
 
   “Maybe TL will read us a bedtime story,” Tiny D smirks.
 
   “I hope the bedbugs don’t bite,” Duster says.
 
   “You need some warm milk?” Alastair asks as he sets the crate down and starts throwing beer bottles at the other Mates. They all catch them with ease. “Or do you prefer to suckle straight from the teet, Baptiste?”
 
   “Beer!” Junior Hoal shouts as he comes in and intercepts a bottle being tossed to Duster. “Clank! Get in here! Al has beer!”
 
   Clank saunters into the room, moving with more grace than his bulk would seem to allow. “Where’d you get the beer, Al?”
 
   “I have my ways,” Alastair smiles.
 
   “You had to go down on that Stokely chick again, huh?” Diaz laughs. “Man, you can smell that twat a mile away.”
 
   Alastair shrugs. “It takes an educated nose to appreciate a bouquet like that, Diaz.”
 
   “I saw her,” Bobby says as he catches his beer.
 
   “You saw Stokely’s twat?” Alastair asks. “I thought I was the only one saddling up to that bar.”
 
   “No, not her,” Bobby says, popping the flip stopper off the beer. “The Great El.”
 
   The whole room, except for Val, groans.
 
   “Not this again,” Duster says. “Give it a rest, will ya?”
 
   “I did, guys,” Bobby says.
 
   “I did guys,” Tiny D mocks. “Come on guys, I did, I did.”
 
   “Not possible,” Diaz laughs.
 
   “The woman is long dead, bro,” Clank says. “Just drink your beer.”
 
   Val looks at Bobby, her eyebrows raised. “When?”
 
   “No!” Alastair shouts. “Do not get him started!”
 
   “Is that beer?” Hawks asks as she comes into the room. The whole Team goes quiet, forgetting about Bobby’s claim, and their eyes go from Hawks to Val. “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” Tiny D says, buttoning her uniform.
 
   “Nothing at all,” Duster says as he closes the door to the room.
 
   “Uh, what’s going on?” Val asks, her instincts telling her to bolt.
 
   “Nothing,” Diaz says, standing up.
 
   “Nothing at all,” Alastair grins.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Hawks says as she turns in a circle, noting the body language around her. “So this is when it happens?”
 
   “Come on,” Val says. “We got hazed when we joined the Teams. No need to do it again.”
 
   Clank pulls a couple lengths of chain out of his locker. Val glances at Bobby and sees he’s now holding two large canvas bags.
 
   “No way,” Val says. “I’m not going in those.”
 
   “Don’t like closed spaces, Mate?” Diaz asks as the Team begins closing in, forcing Val and Hawks into the center of a menacing circle.
 
   “Not a fan, no,” Val says. “So let’s just not and say we did.”
 
   “I’m with Baptiste,” Hawks says. “The TL will be checking in soon.”
 
   “Oh, she’ll be checking, that’s for sure,” Duster laughs.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You didn’t hurt them too much, did you?” TL Lafferty asks as she watches a group of children throwing dirt clods up at the two bags suspended between a couple of aspens. “They need to be ready for duty in the morning.”
 
   “There may have been a nose or two bloodied,” Diaz says. “One of those was Bobby’s.”
 
   “Hawks has a wicked left cross,” Bobby says, leaning against a large boulder, his hand pressing a rag to his face.
 
   “LET ME OUT!” Val screams from one of the bags. “YOU MOTHER FUCKERS!”
 
   “Claustrophobic,” Tiny D says. “Could be a problem.”
 
   “TL,” Alastair says as he hands the Team Leader a beer. “Saved you one.”
 
   TL Lafferty takes the beer and gives Alastair a grateful nod. She pops it and takes a long swig before shouting up at the bags. “You going to be an issue, Baptiste?”
 
   “Not if you get me out of here!” Val shouts from inside the canvas. “Come on, TL! We’ve been up here for an hour!” A barrage of dirt clods nails the bag. “Fuck! Stop it!”
 
   “Fifteen minutes,” Diaz says. “Not an hour. Chick is losing her shit.”
 
   “I’m not losing my shit, asshole!” Val yells. “Tell TL, Hawks! It’s been at least a fucking hour!”
 
   There’s no response from the other bag.
 
   “She dead?” Tiny D asks. “Hey, Hawks! You dead?”
 
   There’s a noise from the bag, but it’s hard to hear over the kids shouting and giggling.
 
   “Quiet!” TL Lafferty orders. The kids shut up instantly.
 
   The sound comes again and the Team looks around at each other then starts laughing.
 
   “She’s fucking snoring!” Duster bellows. “Oh, that’s fucking priceless!”
 
   “Get them down,” TL Lafferty says. “One’s asleep and the other’s having a fit. We have a briefing in fifteen.”
 
   “What?” Tiny D asks. “I thought briefing was at 0400?”
 
   “Just got word the 0400 briefing is for something else,” TL Lafferty says. “Don’t ask me what because I’m not saying. Just know we have a long fucking week ahead of us.”
 
   “Full tour then?” Clank asks.
 
   “Yep,” TL Lafferty says. “Commander Lee wants Sector Eight scouted and thinned. Zs are getting thick in there.”
 
   “Fuck,” Alastair says. “I hate marching to Sector Eight.”
 
   “Everyone does,” TL Lafferty says. “That’s why it’s never properly maintained. DTB’s been slacking.”
 
   “Fucking Betas,” Duster snarls.
 
   “Hey!” Val shouts. “I used to be a Beta! We never fucking slacked!”
 
   “Cut her down and get your asses to the briefing,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Diaz nods. “Okay, Team, time to let the rookies off the hook.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We hit Broomfield and then take 121 down to Lakewood,” TL Lafferty says as she points to an area on a large map spread out before the Team. “As you know, Sector Eight is what remains of a huge residential area.”
 
   “With that old shopping thing at the bottom,” Duster says.
 
   “Bear Valley Center,” Val says, glaring at each Mate in turn.
 
   “Yeah, that,” Duster grins. “That place ain’t too tight for ya, is it Baptiste?”
 
   “Fuck you,” Val says, giving him the finger.
 
    “We have West Yale Avenue down to 285,” TL Lafferty says. “Sheridan on one side and Federal on the other.” She gives Val a withering look. “We’ll hump it over to Colorado Heights University then work our way to Bear Valley. Last reports were those buildings have filled up with Zs.”
 
   “Why do they do that?” Alastair asks.
 
   “Old ways,” Bobby says.
 
   “Old ways,” Tiny D agrees.
 
   “Fucking mindless Zs,” Duster says.
 
   “Why Sector Eight now?” Clank asks.
 
   “Copper,” TL Lafferty replies. “It’s the new initiative. Bear Valley hasn’t been stripped of its copper yet. We take inventory and send our new Runner back with numbers while we hold the shopping center.”
 
   “Who’s the new runner?” Junior asks.
 
   “Don’t know,” TL Lafferty says. “We’ll pick him up at the Bell Tower.”
 
   “What the fuck is all this copper shit about?” Diaz asks. “Not that I expect an answer.”
 
   “Good, because I ain’t giving one,” TL Lafferty says. “So that’s Objective One. Objective Two is to get this Team gelling as a complete unit. I know you’ve had your fun hazing the new Mates.”
 
   “We’d have left you two out there all night if we weren’t on duty at ass o’clock,” Diaz says. “Feel lucky, rookies.”
 
   “And no more rookie shit,” TL Lafferty glares. “They’ve cut their teeth in the DTBs. They know Denver, they know the dangers, and they know how to handle themselves. We need to be working on cohesion and not coercion.”
 
   “I don’t think coercion is the right word, TL,” Alastair says.
 
   “Sounds good, though,” Junior replies. “What’s that called?”
 
   “Alliteration,” Bobby says.
 
   “Right, alliteration,” Junior nods.
 
   “You guys done?” TL Lafferty asks. “Or should we just stop the fucking briefing and switch to grammar time.”
 
   “That’s like the line in that song the Rug Munchers sing on Fridays at Cook’s Place,” Duster says. “What’s the name?”
 
   “Hammer Time,” Bobby answers. “Liz really gets into that bass line. Mickey ain’t too bad on the mandolin.”
 
   “Fuck you all,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Val says. “I’m listening.”
 
   “Don’t suck up to me, Baptiste,” TL Lafferty frowns. “Everyone clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they all reply.
 
   “Good,” TL Lafferty says, rubbing her face. “Now, get back to the barracks and-.”
 
   “Get drunk?” Alastair asks.
 
   “Get some rest, smart ass,” TL Lafferty replies. “You can get drunk when we get back.” She looks everyone over, making sure they make solid eye contact before moving on to the next person. “Dismissed.”
 
   “Sir!” they all say, stand straight, salute, then turn and exit quickly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   0330 comes quickly for Val. One moment she’s climbing into her bunk, thinking she’ll never get to sleep, and the next moment, someone’s smacking her on the cheek.
 
   “Rise and shine, rookie,” Tiny D says. “Time to pop your DTA cherry.”
 
   “We’ll be gentle on ya,” Duster says from across the room, already halfway dressed. “We promise.”
 
   “You got ten minutes to shit and shower,” Diaz says. “Then we hit the armory, suit up, and sit our asses down for the big, rah-rah briefing then march, march, march.”
 
   “March?” Val asks. “We’re not taking the trolleys down the mountain?”
 
   “Today? No,” Diaz replies. “That’s why we have a 0500 call. Six hour march down the Turnpike until we hit outskirts. Then another three hours to Lakewood.”
 
   “More like four,” Bobby says. “If the new Mates don’t hold us up.”
 
   Val hops down and catches Hawks’s eye. Neither of them has had to do a ten hour full march since basic training. Both are used to using the trolley system that is basically a set of wheeled steel cages hooked to cables that are control-rolled down the mountain from switching station to switching station. It makes traveling back and forth so much faster.
 
   However, Val has an idea TL Lafferty wants to see what the new Mates are made of. Val also has an idea that the march is not even close to the last of the tests TL Lafferty has in store for them.
 
   “She’s gonna take that from ya,” Diaz says as Val gets dressed and straps on her blade. “Bobby told ya that TL hates modifications to a field kit. We all use the same gear.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Val says. “I think an exception will be made for this. It’s part of Stronghold history and has gotten me out of more scrapes than I care to count.”
 
   “The fact you got into those scrapes at all isn’t a ringing endorsement,” Clank says. “Maybe keep that to yourself when TL reads you the riot act.”
 
   “This is DTA, not the DTBs,” Tiny D says. “World of difference, girl.”
 
   “I’m learning that,” Val says.
 
   “Oh, you haven’t learned shit,” Alastair laughs. “Get your boots on and I’ll show you the armory.”
 
   “I know the armory,” Val frowns. “It’s the same one we all use.”
 
   DTA all look at each other and smile.
 
   “Like I said,” Alastair grins. “You haven’t learned shit.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “An M-4,” Val sneers. “How exciting. Just like the one I’ve used for years. You DTAs really know how to surprise a Mate.”
 
   The carbine sits on a counter in front of the armory cage, an annoyed Quartermaster Kevin Ross looking from Val to Alastair and back.
 
   “Why do you people do this to me?” he asks, glaring at Alastair. “Just tell the new Mates what gear they are getting. This doesn’t have to be a production every goddamn time.”
 
   “Just slide over the rest, Kev,” Alastair says.
 
   “Fine,” Kevin says. “Here we go.”
 
   Val watches as Kevin pushes the M-4 out of the way and starts stacking accessories next to it.
 
   “4x scope,” he says, naming each item. “QD sound suppressor. Forward hand grip. Visible laser. Visible light. IR pointer slash illuminator.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa…IR?” Val asks. “As in infrared?”
 
   “Yes, that’s what it stands for,” Kevin says. “Can I continue?”
 
   “No,” Val says. “What do we need an IR pointer for? The human eye can’t see that.”
 
   “That’s what goggles are for,” Alastair says. 
 
   “We get goggles? You mean night vision goggles?” Val asks. “I thought only the Silo Teams got those? How’d I never know DTA gets NVGs?”
 
   “Because if the other Teams knew about that then they’d want some,” Alastair says. “And there aren’t enough to share.”
 
   “They can’t be repaired indefinitely,” Kevin says. “All spares are kept for parts.”
 
   “Jesus,” Val replies. “Cool.”
 
   “Want to know what else is cool?” Alastair asks. “Show her, Kev.”
 
   “I hate this shit,” Kevin says. “Please, can’t you pick up gear like other Teams? Just grab and go?”
 
   “We like the drama,” Alastair says. “Now show her.”
 
   Kevin plops down a bulky piece of plastic and metal. “Day slash night scope.”
 
   “No, no, not that,” Alastair says. “The big one.”
 
   “This is pretty big,” Val says, picking up and looking at the day/night scope. “It just fits on top?”
 
   “You have to remove the handle sight,” Kevin says. “Just like when putting on the 4x scope.”
 
   “Come on, man!” Alastair snaps. “Show her the big one!”
 
   Kevin growls and reaches below the counter, coming up with a short, fat tube.
 
   “M203 barrel assembly grenade launcher,” he says. “Ta fucking da.”
 
   “A frag popper!” Val grins. “I’ve been waiting to have one of these forever!”
 
   “Welcome to DTA,” Alastair says. “You can mod your carbine all you want, but TL hates it if you get showy around other Teams. Don’t act like the kid with the best toys or she’ll take them away.”
 
   Kevin pushes everything towards Val then plops a clipboard on top. “Sign here.” 
 
   Val signs quickly, tosses a small pack onto the counter, and begins carefully loading the equipment, making note of the exact position of each item. She gets it all organized and then notices Kevin staring at her.
 
   “What?” she asks.
 
   “That,” he says, nodding to her belt. “Didn’t they tell you TL Lafferty won’t let you take it? You want to sign it over to me until you get back?”
 
   “It’s coming with,” Val says. “Right here on my hip.”
 
   Kevin looks over at Alastair. “She for real?”
 
   “She thinks so,” Alastair shrugs. “Live and learn, right?”
 
   “Your funeral,” Kevin says to Val. “Don’t say I didn’t offer. Sweet looking blade. I’d hate for it to get confiscated.”
 
   “Why is she so dead set on all of us having the same field kit?” Val asks.
 
   “It’s all about variables,” Alastair says. “Interchangeability. One of us goes down and we know the inventory on the corpse. Easy to retrieve and not leave anything behind. Plus, TL likes to be in control.”
 
   “I do,” TL Lafferty says from the armory doorway. “But please enlighten me on what specific control we’re talking about.”
 
   “I have work to do,” Kevin says and turns and walks away.
 
   “Me too,” Alastair says. “I’ll get Hawks. Don’t go too far, Kevin!”
 
   He gets a middle finger in response just as Kevin disappears into the gear-laden shelves.
 
   TL Lafferty stands before Val, her arms across her chest, waiting for an answer. The two women watch each other for a few seconds before Val caves.
 
   “This,” she says and pats the sheathed blade. “They say you won’t let me bring it with.”
 
   “Let me see,” TL Lafferty says, her hand out.
 
   Reluctantly, Val takes the sheath from her belt and sets it in TL Lafferty’s waiting palm. The woman stares at it for a minute then slowly draws the blade from the sheath. She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly as she turns the blade this way and that, inspecting every millimeter of the weapon.
 
   “This the legend?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Val replies.
 
   “You really think it’s the one the Great El gave Granny G?”
 
   “I do, sir,” Val says. “Been in my family ever since.”
 
   “Huh,” TL Lafferty says. She slips the blade back into its sheath and hands it to Val. “You can keep it.”
 
   Val is stunned. “I can?”
 
   “Yes, Mate, you can,” TL Lafferty answers. “On one condition.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, anything.”
 
   The TL narrows her eyes. “Careful making deals like that, Baptiste.”
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Val responds. “I just mean I’ll comply with whatever you find fair.”
 
   “Yes, you will,” TL Lafferty says. “The condition is that as soon as we encounter Zs, you drop all gear, draw your blade, and show us what you got.”
 
   “Oh,” Val says. “Sure.”
 
   “That’s not a problem, is it?”
 
   “No, no, not at all,” Val says.
 
   “Good,” TL Lafferty says, nodding towards the armory cage. “Grab the rest of your kit.” She turns and walks from the room.
 
   “This is gonna be gre-,” Alastair says, Hawks in tow, as they walk into the armory. He sees Val standing there with the blade still in her possession. “No way. She let you keep it?”
 
   “Yeah,” Val says.
 
   “But the monkey has to dance,” Kevin says as he drops the rest of Val’s field kit onto the counter along with another clipboard. “There you go, Chosen One. All inventoried and accounted for. Sign your life away here.
 
   Val signs and grabs the large pack, hefts it onto her back and gives the straps a quick pull and cinch. “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh, and shell casings,” Kevin says. “Don’t forget to pick up any shells you see. We’re getting low and I need more for the next batch of ammo.”
 
   “Shells, right,” Val nods. “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t thank me,” Kevin says. “And don’t blame me, either.”
 
   “Uh, okay,” Val nods. She gives Hawks and Alastair a smile. “See you at the big briefing.”
 
   They wait for her to leave and then Alastair rounds on Kevin. “What the hell was that dancing monkey jibe?”
 
   “The girl has to show she can fight Zs with that blade,” Kevin says. “Good luck with that.” He eyes Hawks and then Alastair. “You couldn’t have brought them in together?”
 
   “I know how much you love giving that personal touch,” Alastair grins.
 
   “Fuck you,” Kevin says as he goes back to get Hawks’s M-4 and field kit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “COMMANDER ON DECK!” TL Lafferty shouts as Commander Lee walks into the command center briefing room. Stanford and Cole stand next to her, making up the rest of the TLs present.
 
   “Be seated,” Commander Lee says as she stands in front of the assembled Mates.
 
   Everyone grabs a seat and waits for the commander to begin, but their attention is quickly turned to the man that walks into the room shortly after Commander Lee.
 
   “Good morning, Teams,” Mayor Paul Coolidge says. Portly and friendly of face, Coolidge looks more like the jolly old elf of days gone by than the leader of the Stronghold. “I apologize for the unusual intrusion, but Commander Lee has been kind enough to let me speak to you all for a few minutes.”
 
   Commander Lee nods, but keeps her eyes on the Mates, obviously not too happy with the intrusion at all.
 
   “As many of you know,” Coolidge begins, “we have begun scouting the Denver area for any and all copper we can get our hands on.” 
 
   He waits, looking around for nods of acknowledgement or understanding, but he just gets blank stares.
 
   “Right, yes,” he continues. “While the details of why we need the copper specifically are still considered sensitive information between my office and Team command, I can say that the risks you are taking are worth it. I’m not saying I want any of you to be harmed, no not at all. Every person counts.”
 
   “Every person counts,” the Mates all drone.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Coolidge nods. “So true.” He takes a deep breath and his face drops the congenial mask that he’s known for. He looks over at Commander Lee and she gives him a worried look. “Despite Commander Lee’s misgivings about filling your head with unnecessary data that isn’t relevant to the exact mission at hand, I can’t, in all good conscience, send you out without some information.”
 
    This gets the Mates’ attention and the bored looks quickly turn to interest.
 
   “We have reason to believe that a certain faction from the east may be making a move our way,” Coolidge says. “We don’t know when and we don’t know how large, but we were alerted to this several weeks ago. We have an idea about why they are coming, and gathering up as much copper as fast possible is part of our defense plan. For now, that’s all I can say.”
 
   “And that is plenty,” Commander Lee says. “Thank you, Mayor.”
 
   “Of course, Commander Lee,” Coolidge says. “Thank you for your service, Mates. Every person counts. We always remember.”
 
   “We always remember,” the Mates say and watch the Mayor give a short bow and then leave the room quickly.
 
   Commander Lee and TL Lafferty share a look, which isn’t lost on Stanford or Cole, as the commander takes back the center of attention.
 
   “Well, that was different,” Commander Lee says. “Team Leaders?”
 
   “DTB Two,” Stanford says as he steps forward. “We will be hitting Sector Fifty-one with Reclamation Crew Eight. Our job is security, not engagement. We keep the Zs at bay and out of RC Eight’s way so they can do their thing. And no matter how much they whine or bitch, we are not there to serve them. They get their own water, their own meals, and they wipe their own asses. We just make sure those asses don’t get bitten off. We clear?”
 
   “Clear, sir,” the Team Mates of DTB Two reply.
 
   “Good,” Stanford nods and steps back.
 
   “DTB One,” Cole starts. “Unlike my colleague here, I’d like to take a moment and thank you for allowing me to be your new Team Leader.”
 
   “Fucking suck-ass bitch,” Stanford mutters, making the room smile until the glare from Commander Lee wipes the smiles off everyone’s lips.
 
   “As I was saying,” Cole continues. “Thank you for the privilege. I plan on earning it.” He takes a deep breath. “Unfortunately, I don’t think our first mission with me as TL will do much towards that. We are humping it all the way down to Sector One and the first pyre.”
 
   Before the groans can begin, Commander Lee takes over.
 
   “Silo Team Alpha has not checked in,” Commander Lee says. Any thoughts of protest from DTB One stops with that statement. “A Runner from the Fort Collins outpost was due six days ago to give us their status. We have heard nothing. I dispatched Silo Team Beta yesterday. Their mission is to get to Fort Collins ASAP and gather information, then send a Runner back to Sector One. If needed DTB One will move out and join them.”
 
   There are more than a few surprised looks directed at the commander.
 
   “Yes, I know it’s the first time a Denver Team will be sent out into the Plains,” Commander Lee says. “But we aren’t fucking around here. The Mayor gave you only a hint of what’s coming. Every move we make from here on out will affect the lives of those in the Stronghold now and those yet to be born. Are we understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the room replies.
 
   “TL Lafferty?” Commander Lee nods.
 
   “DTA, you know your assignment,” TL Lafferty says. “So let’s not waste any more time.”
 
   “Dismissed,” Commander Lee says.
 
   The Teams all stand, salute, and head to the barracks for their kits.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four- SNAFU
 
    
 
   As soon as DTA passes through the main gate of the wall their mood changes. The jokes, the lightness, the casual attitudes are tempered as they walk down the road known as the Turnpike. To either side of the Turnpike are row after row of houses. Most are empty due to the less than secure nature of the area, but winding barricades and wire fencing are set up here and there to supplement the older fortifications along the original perimeter.
 
   Within a mile, the houses thin out and they come to the first of the checkpoints at the original perimeter.
 
   “Morning,” a sentry says, nodding to TL Lafferty. “Good luck, sir. Every person counts.”
 
   “Every person counts,” TL Lafferty says, nodding to the man.
 
   “Hey, Scotty,” Val smiles at the sentry, a man she’s known since kindergarten. “Scotty?”
 
   “Mate, Baptiste,” Scotty replies. “Good luck.” Then he turns his attention towards the horizon, dismissing her instantly.
 
   “Get used to it,” Bobby says. “The sentries keep it formal with DTA. You know, in case we don’t make it back.”
 
   “Oh,” Val says.
 
   They get to the next checkpoint and the next, and are finally outside the original perimeter and out into the unsecured area between the Stronghold and Denver. The Team splits into two squads of five, with each taking a side of the Turnpike. Bobby takes point in the left squad with Clank, Alastair, Tiny D, and Hawks bringing up the rear. The right squad is led by Diaz, and then Duster, Junior, and Val with TL Lafferty right behind her. 
 
   On the other side of the Turnpike in the far two lanes is a row of cables, all stretched taut and vibrating as a cable trolley is slowly lowered down the mountain while another is being winched up to the Stronghold. Val had noted how the winch jocks were completely indifferent to the Team as they walked by the first station on their way out. She’d never seen that attitude before as part of DTB, but chalks it up to what Bobby had said.
 
   Val is less than pleased with having her TL on her ass for the entire march, but she shoves the discomfort aside and focuses on her job. Her carbine is held across her body, barrel down, the side of the butt resting against her right bicep, her right index finger just outside the trigger guard. In a split second, she can have the M-4 to her shoulder and firing with a minimum of effort. The rest of the Team holds their carbines in similar positions as they continue their march.
 
   In the first few years of the apocalypse, it was thought that melee weapons were the way to go. They were quiet, didn’t need to be reloaded, and almost anything could be turned into a weapon of some sort to crush skulls or pierce brains. The quiet part was the biggest factor in the couple of years after Z-Day. Noise attracts Zs and the last thing survivors want is more Zs.
 
   However, melee weapons have one serious drawback. They require close combat. Which meant that just one mistake and a survivor is taken down under a pile of hungry Zs. A slip of the foot, a dropped baseball bat, even something as mundane as a muscle cramp, and it’s all over. The casualty rate was so high for the survivors that couldn’t master melee weapon combat that firearms were considered again, despite their noise and need of an ever dwindling ammunition supply.
 
   Some of the more skilled survivors were proficient with bows and crossbows, but that takes a skill set and strength that not everyone has. The pros of firearms became apparent, but the reality of the cons wasn’t something that could be overlooked. The main con was not the noise, but the wasting of ammunition, as well as friendly fire. Where there are guns, there are gun deaths, pure and simple. An accidental drop, a jumpy trigger finger, a dark night and skittish shooter, all led to casualties that could have been avoided.
 
   So the Teams were created, making sure firearms were in the hands of those that were trained to use them. Everyone was required to train, and serve in some capacity, but only the best of the best were taken into the Teams. They understood that anything other than a headshot to a Z was a waste of effort and ammunition. As the Teams progressed and were trained over the years, they became based on the Special Operations Forces Teams that existed pre-Z. This meant less people were needed for a stronger fighting force, freeing up others to do their service and then go back to helping rebuild society within the Stronghold.
 
   Because of the risks taken, and the personalities needed, the Teams became the celebrities of the culture. There was no higher honor in the Stronghold than being a Mate on a Team.
 
   All of that goes through Val’s mind as the reality that she is marching with the cream of the crop, top of the top, the pinnacle of Teams: Denver Team Alpha, Dead Team Alpha, DTA.
 
   A small grin creeps across her lips.
 
   However, the grin is quickly gone when TL Lafferty speaks up behind her.
 
   “Time to man up, Baptiste,” TL Lafferty says and the Team comes to a halt as one. “Two o’clock. Small group of Zs down there and it looks like they found a coyote carcass.”
 
   As the sound of her words drifts down with the wind, the dozen or so Zs that are busy ripping at the unfortunate canine stop and turn their heads towards the Team. Slowly, they get to their feet with noses raised, smelling the freshness of the meal that has marched right to them.
 
   “You can take them, right Baptiste?” TL Lafferty asks as she removes Val’s carbine from her grip and helps her ease her pack off.  “All you need is your magic blade, is that correct?”
 
   “I never said that,” Val mutters, a little pissed at the way she’s being treated. Hazing is one thing, but putting her life at risk to prove a point is a whole other.
 
   “What was that, Baptiste?” TL Lafferty asks, putting her hand up to her ear and leaning in. “Something you’d like to share?”
 
   “No, sir,” Val says and pulls her blade from its sheath. 
 
   She walks towards the shambling Zs that struggle against the uphill slope and various rocks and scrub brush that lie between them and the tasty, tasty flesh. Val watches them, sizing up the weakest to strongest. Her training instantly assesses which Zs need to go down first. She looks for clues such as broken fingers, a leg being dragged, shattered teeth, or in one Z’s case, no bottom jaw. That one can wait since it has no biting power.
 
   The blade in her hand is just over twenty inches long, curved with the end wider than the part closest to the hilt. The grip is soft, well worn leather with steel knuckle guards, making it not only an excellent slashing and stabbing weapon, but also packs one hell of a skull crushing punch. She remembers the day it was given to her by a woman that was gone from her life more than she was present.
 
   Val pushes the thoughts of her mother away and prepares for the fight at hand. Her mind works out each move, mentally choreographing her attack and defensive responses just as the group gets within a few feet of her. She rolls her shoulders and her neck, savoring the crunch and pop of nitrogen bubbles trapped within the joints. The Zs at the front of the group hiss at her, showing her their rotten teeth and putrid mouths.
 
   Then she moves.
 
   The first one loses its head as Val slashes out, letting the momentum carry her into a spin as she drops low, coming to stop on one knee, the blade slicing the second Z mid-thigh. That one tumbles on top of her and she stands and tosses it over her back as the next three come at her. She pierces one skull, twists the blade, pulls it back and brings it around in a circular swipe, decapitating the next Z. 
 
   As the rotted head falls towards the ground, she catches it on her foot and kicks it into the face of the third Z, antagonizing the monster so it lunges forward at her. She sidesteps and brings her knee up into the Z’s gut, bending it over her leg. She rotates her arm and jams the blade into the back of the thing’s skull, stilling it instantly.
 
   Five down with seven more to go, Val steps around the fallen undead and rushes the next wave. She lowers her shoulder and rams the first two Zs, sending them spinning to the ground. She drops to her knees, sliding in the dry dirt, and cuts the legs out from under one Z, then another. Her momentum is stopped by a patch of loose gravel and she tucks and rolls forward, coming up and jamming the blade into the guts of a comically surprised Z. Putrid internal organs spill from the thing’s abdomen as Val slices upward, bringing the blade out of the Z’s shoulder, splitting it in half.
 
   She kicks the dissected Z to the side and whirls on the next couple, but she misjudges the distance and a Z grabs her and chomps down on her forearm. Luckily, the reinforced material in her uniform keeps the Z’s teeth from puncturing anything, but the force of the bite makes her cry out and she loses her grip on the blade.
 
   “Diaz,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   The man, amused at the show, nods and raises his carbine to his shoulder. A few quick squeezes of the trigger and the remaining Zs fall headless to the dirt. One more shot and the head of the Z clamped onto Val’s arm turns to mist.
 
   Val spins about, her eyes filled with fury, and she glares at Diaz. She bends down and retrieves her blade, slowly making her way back to the Team, piercing the skulls of the fallen, but not stilled, Zs that litter the ground.
 
   “I had them,” she snaps as she wipes her blade on her uniform and sheathes it. “Only one got through and I would have taken it down.”
 
   “Only takes one to get through,” TL Lafferty says. “That’s why we use M-4s only. This isn’t a Beta Team. There’s no room for mistakes with our missions. You thought you knew fighting before, you don’t, but you’re going to learn.”
 
   TL Lafferty holds out her hand.
 
   “With all due respect, sir, but you have got to be shitting me,” Val says. “You saw what I can do? This Team is stronger with that blade on my hip than without.”
 
   “This Team is stronger knowing you won’t waste time playing patty cake with the undead instead of putting a piece of lead into their brains,” TL Lafferty says. “It took you minutes what only took seconds for Diaz to do. Your way is not an efficient use of force.”
 
   “Saves ammo,” Val counters.
 
   “Kevin and his crew keep the armory stocked with ammo,” TL Lafferty replies. “And we have caches all up and down the Turnpike as well as in each Sector in Denver.”
 
   “Caches?” Val asks. “I never had to use a cache with DTB One.”
 
   “Welcome to the grown up world and DTA. We shoot the shit outta things, Mate Baptiste,” TL Lafferty says. “Now get in line so we can make up the lost time.” She smiles at her Team. “Double time, people! Let’s fucking march!”
 
   There are no groans or complaints, but if looks could kill, then every Team Mate would have murdered Val right there on the spot for the double march.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three hours at a full jog, with the late spring sun beating down on them, and DTA is ready for the words that come out of TL Lafferty’s mouth.
 
   “Hold up, people,” she calls. “Fifteen minutes. Take some shade, pop a squat, and drink some H2O.”
 
   The Mates don’t have to be told twice and all slow down to a walk, leaving the road for a grove of pines just a few yards off to the side. Behind them, set way back from the road, is an old, crumbling hotel with the ghost of an outline of a small golf course next to it.
 
   “Still weirds me out to think how people used to just travel from place to place,” Diaz says. “No worries about Zs, no worries about fucking crazies or cannibal traps. Just get into one of those car things and go.”
 
   “I could use one of those car things,” Duster says, looking over at Val as he sits down, his back up against a pine.
 
   “Hey, TL,” Clank calls. “We gonna hoof it back up? Or do we get to take the trolleys?”
 
   The Team looks over at the far lanes of the road and the caged trolley being winched up the mountain. They had already passed two switching stations, each one making them jealous of the people riding inside. DTB is already down the mountain with their Reclamation Crew. DTA had to endure their jeers and taunts as they rolled by. 
 
   Passengers going uphill are from small RCs bringing their hauls back to the Stronghold after stripping houses, buildings, and cars for whatever useful materials they can find. The passengers in the trolleys going down are the relief shifts hoping to catch some scraps for a little extra ration tickets. None are big enough to warrant having a Team dispatched with them, so many of them look ten kinds of freaked out and glance longingly at DTA.
 
   TL Lafferty watches the trolley for a minute until it’s lost behind a row of boulders that divide the two sides of the road. She stretches and glances back at her Team.
 
   “How we return is entirely up to Mate Baptiste,” she says. “I’ll let her decide.”
 
   “I vote for the-” Val begins, but is cut off by shushes and growls from her Team.
 
   “It’s a fucking trick,” Clank says. “Don’t say a word or we beat you to within an inch of your life and leave you right here for those Zs.”
 
   Val nods, getting used to the ribbing and animosity. She looks past Clank to the old golf course and the few Zs wandering aimlessly in the high grass. Having been up and down the mountain more times than she can count, she immediately recognizes two of the Zs as regulars.
 
   Regulars, as the Teams call them, are Zs that refuse to leave a specific spot. They may go after prey, if it gets close enough, but only the scent of fresh blood will pull them from their chosen area. The two regulars Val recognizes each wear torn and tattered shorts and t-shirts. One even has the remnants of a shredded straw hat stuck to its head. Val is pretty sure bodily fluids have glued the hat in place permanently.
 
   “What do you think keeps them there?” Val asks, changing the subject from her foibles to something every Team loves to speculate about.
 
   “That guy in the white shirt is looking for his puppy,” Junior says. “The thing got out and now he’s all torn up about it.”
 
   “What the fuck do you know about puppies?” Duster asks. “You have never seen a live dog in your life.”
 
   “I’ve read about them,” Junior says. “There’s like a million books where some kid loses his puppy. What the fuck was wrong with people pre-Z? How do you lose a puppy?”
 
   “You can read?” Hawks asks Junior, her face completely serious.
 
   “Fuck you,” Junior says.
 
   “Junior has read everything,” Bobby says quietly. “He’s checked out every book in the library at least twice.”
 
   “More like three times,” Junior says as he takes a swig from his canteen. “Except for those self-help books. What the fuck are those about? People didn’t know how to help themselves?”
 
   “Or keep from losing puppies,” Alastair says. “Am I right?”
 
   “Yeah, no wonder they all fucking died when Z-Day hit,” Junior laughs. “Puppy losing self-helpless fucks.”
 
   “Hey,” TL Lafferty snaps. “Respect for the dead.”
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Junior says. “Every person counts.”
 
   “We always remember,” the rest say together. 
 
   They all grow quiet, each lost in their personal thoughts, all eyes studying their surroundings, ever prepared for danger. Then as one, they stand and stretch, lift their packs, and walk back to the road. Fifteen minutes are up.
 
   “A good pace,” TL Lafferty says to Bobby and Diaz. She looks up at the sun. “I want to be at the locale before sundown.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the two men respond.
 
   They set out at a brisk jog and the others fall into formation, eyes sharp, and carbines ready. It’s an uneventful march. 
 
   They watch the trolleys go up and down the mountain across the Turnpike. They pass the switching stations where trolleys are unhooked from one winching rig and hooked to the other so they can continue their journey. 
 
   Even the Zs cooperate, and for the most part, leave them alone. A couple groups come at them here and there, but nothing they can’t dispatch with a few suppressed shots to heads. Shell casings are carefully gathered after each attack and they move on, ready to hit their endpoint.
 
   But that’s the deceptive ease of the Turnpike. It lulls people into a false sense of security. It’s a whole other world once they start to penetrate the sprawling wasteland of Denver proper.
 
   “Bobby? How much daylight we have left?” TL Lafferty asks quietly. 
 
   The Team is in the thick of Westminster, moving slowly from building to building along Sheridan Boulevard. Every possible loose item on their bodies is taped down, strapped down, secured. A stray jingle or jangle at the wrong moment could send a horde right at them. The whole point of going from melee weapons to firearms was to put distance between the Zs and the Teams. The best way to do that is not to engage at all.
 
   “Three hours, tops,” Bobby whispers. 
 
   He holds his hand up and everyone stops. They wait. They listen. He lowers his hand and they move.
 
   “Plan stays,” TL Lafferty says. “We hump it to Yale Avenue and over to Federal. We’ll hunker down in the Bell Tower on CHU and rendezvous with our new Runner. First light, we work our way over to Bear Valley, clear the Zs and secure the buildings.”
 
   She looks at her Team and one by one, they nod.
 
   The march continues, painfully slow to those not used to the careful pace of the Teams. Every step, every head turn, every single blink is carefully thought through. Turn your head too far to the right and you lose sight of your left side. Your Mate may have you covered, but maybe they blink wrong. Then it’s over. So the Team moves with great deliberation.
 
   Diaz is next to bring the Team to a halt. He closes his fist, then quickly points a finger to the left and then to the right. He gives a wave and starts to back away from the corner of Sheridan and West Florida Ave. The Team all know to find cover. They duck into doorways, squat behind bushes, hide close to the shells of scorched cars. 
 
   Up ahead, quickly filling the intersection is a horde of Zs. Val does a quick estimation and comes up with close to sixty of the things shambling down the road, their eyes pointed west as they trudge along West Florida Avenue.
 
   Close to five minutes goes by after the horde passes before Diaz gives the sign to move out. The Team gets up to the intersection and looks east. Their hearts climb into their throats.
 
   “Fuck,” Duster hisses. “Herd.”
 
   Far down the street, about half a mile, the pavement is covered from sidewalk to sidewalk with Zs. They can’t see the end, just a vast sea of rotted flesh walking slowly towards them.
 
   “Move,” TL Lafferty says. “We have space.”
 
   Bobby and Diaz set the pace at a fast jog. They get into a rhythm of sprinting from one end of a block to the other. They check the corners, dash across the open intersection, then sprint to the next one. This pattern is repeated until they hit West Yale Avenue.
 
   Turning left, the Team comes face to face with the southern edge another herd. 
 
   “Fuck me,” Alastair whispers. “Haven’t seen one this big in a while.”
 
   “Cut through the neighborhoods?” Bobby asks TL Lafferty.
 
   “Only way not to bring the herd down on us,” TL Lafferty replies. “Just a couple miles to go. Watch each other. You all know the dangers of cutting through yards.”
 
   They do. Too many Team Mates have been lost over the years because they didn’t see the toddler Z half buried in a long forgotten sandbox or the undead housewife hiding in the shadows of her once prized greenhouse. The abandoned backyards of suburbia are almost as deadly as a roaming herd if a Mate loses focus.
 
   South Zurich is their detour route until they get to West Amherst Avenue. It becomes a game of hide and seek as the Team goes from lot to lot, cutting through yards and crossing over decks and patios into the next lot, avoiding the smattering of Zs that stumble along the weed choked pavement of the long dead residential arteries of Denver.
 
   Loretto Heights Park is in sight when DTA hits a wall. A wall made of undead.
 
   “What are they doing?” Tiny D asks, her voice barely more audible than the wind.
 
   Close to two hundred Zs fill the main field of the park, their heads tilted and looking up at a row of fir trees.
 
   Diaz looks at TL Lafferty, his eyebrows raised, conveying the question, “Do we go around?”
 
   TL Lafferty shakes her head and nods at the herd. She points at Duster and Clank and then at the fir trees. They nod their understanding and crouch walk their way closer. The Team waits back in the shadows of two hundred-year old oak trees. Their eyes follow every step that Duster and Clank take.
 
   The herd of Zs takes zero notice of the encroaching Mates. Their attention is solely on the fir trees. Duster stops a couple dozen yards from the Zs and lies down in the tall grass, Clank right behind him. They both take out their binoculars and scan the fir trees, systematically looking up one then down the other, trying to find the source of the Zs’ interest. 
 
   Clank gives an almost imperceptible grunt, sounding just like a Z. Duster glances over at him, gauges the direction he’s looking, and starts searching. About six trees in, halfway up, they see movement. They share a look, hold out their hands, and quickly settle things with Rock, Paper, Scissors.
 
   Clank glares as his rock loses to Duster’s paper. The man takes a deep breath, secures his M-4 to his back, and stands up. He puts his fingers to his mouth and lets loose with an ear piercing whistle.
 
   The Zs all turn slowly towards the sound.
 
   “Hungry, ya cunts?” Clank asks, folding his arms over his chest. “You’re looking at one fine piece of tasty people meat, fuckers.”
 
   There are loud hisses and snarls and the herd moves towards him. Clank nods, looks down at Duster hiding in the grass, and gives him the finger. Then he takes off running right at the herd. When he’s less than six feet from the front, he turns and sprints as fast as he can down the line. Zs reach out, but their hands fall just inches short of the taunting meal before them.
 
   Close to ninety percent of the herd takes the bait and follows Clank, leaving about twenty stragglers for Duster to clear out. He gets to a knee, takes aim, and empties his magazine, the quiet cough of his suppressor sounding like farts in the wind. He quickly reloads and drops the last Zs before the rest of DTA come sprinting across the field towards the fir trees. Duster gathers each empty shell, counting the brass casings, before he joins his Team.
 
   “What do we have?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   “A survy,” Duster points. “Looks like they got themselves treed.”
 
   “How’d they get in here?” Junior asks. “A sentry or Runner would have seen them at some point. Why didn’t the dipshit go to a station and ask for help?”
 
   “All good questions,” TL Lafferty replies. “And only the survy can answer.” She looks her Team over. “Hawks? I’ve been told you have a way with tree climbing. That true?”
 
   “Here,” Hawks says in response and hands Alastair her M-4 and pack. “I’m on it.”
 
   She runs and jumps at the trunk of the giant fir, gripping onto the rough bark, and scurries her way up to the first branch.
 
   “Jesus,” Tiny D laughs. “Woman knows how to scale a tree.”
 
   “All in the holds,” Diaz says. “I used to do it as a kid before my hands and feet got too big. You learn to read the bark, find the wedges.”
 
   “Huh,” Tiny D says. “Don’t like heights so I never tried.”
 
   Hawks makes it to two branches below the survy and stops. She watches the person hug the trunk and studies the form. Covered in dirt and blood crusted rags, the figure is shaking with fear.
 
   “Hey,” Hawks says. “What are you doing there? Kinda got yourself stuck, didn’t you?”
 
   The person shakes even harder and Hawks watches a warm trickle of piss weave its way down the bark. She scoots away from the trunk a little, letting the piss flow past.
 
   “It’s cool,” Hawks says soothingly. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m with Denver Team Alpha. Do you know what the Teams are? We help survies, uh, I mean survivors. Every person counts with us. I’m not here to harm you. I’m here to help get you down so we can keep you safe.”
 
   There’s no response except for an increase in the shaking and a small sob.
 
   “Can you look at me, at least?” Hawks asks. “Just show me your face, okay?”
 
   The person doesn’t respond.
 
   “Listen,” Hawks says, “I’m coming up, okay? Just to get a little closer so I can see how badly you’re hurt.”
 
   “NO!” the person screams.
 
   A young boy. Hawks can tell in an instant from the voice. 
 
   “Like I said,” Hawks responds. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   “NO!” the boy screams. “Stay back!”
 
   Hawks can hear TL Lafferty hissing from below. The boy’s being too loud and it’ll draw the Zs back.
 
   “Are you hungry?” Hawks asks. She digs into a pouch on her vest she wears and pulls out a hunk of jerky. “You like jerky? It’s goat, but still good. My mother crushes wild blueberries and puts them in the cure before smoking it. Tastes great.” She takes a nibble. “So good. Want some?”
 
   Hawks climbs just a little closer and waves the jerky towards the boy.
 
   Even with the overpowering scent of fir pitch around them, the jerky smell wafts to the boy’s nose and he slowly turns his head and looks at Hawks. She tries not to cry out.
 
   The boy has no eyes. Instead, only scab rimmed holes are left.
 
   “Jesus,” she mutters.
 
   The boy smiles and it sends shivers up Hawks’ spine. “I’m a born Code Monkey. We’re trained to survive. But that does smell good.”
 
   “A code…monkey?” Hawks asks. “What’s that?”
 
   The boy’s nose twitches and he tilts his head towards Hawks.
 
   “Can I have some of that jerky?” the boy asks. “Does smell good, yep.” His stomach rumbles and he frowns.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Hawks says. “But how about we get you outta this tree first, okay? Then you can have all the jerky in my pockets and tell me what a code monkey is.”
 
   “There’s zeds down there,” the boy says, shaking his head. “Too many for just me. Can’t go down there. No way, Jose.”
 
   “My Team has them cleared out,” Hawks says. “But not for long. There’s a good sized herd in the area so we need to move now. We’re only a quarter mile from a Runner station in the Bell Tower. You’ll be safe there.”
 
   The boy tilts his head this way and that then nods. “Okay.”
 
   Hawks reaches out for the boy, but he doesn’t see the hand and instead begins to make his way down the tree on his own. She’s beyond surprised at his agility, especially considering his condition.
 
   She keeps out of his way, tracking his progress, until he’s down on the ground, his body in a defensive crouch up against the tree.
 
   “How many?” he asks. His head sweeps back and forth. “Six? No…eight?”
 
   “Good counting,” Hawks says as she jumps the last couple of feet, landing by his side. “There’s ten of us all together. One drew the Zs away and will meet us back at the Bell Tower.”
 
   “Hello, son,” TL Lafferty says. “I’m the Team Leader here. What’s your name?”
 
   “Marshall Rosado, Thirtieth Code Monkey,” the boy says as he stands up, his hand resting back against the tree, his muscles tensed to flee. “I don’t know what a Team Leader is, but you must be in charge.”
 
   “How old are you?” TL Lafferty asks, her Team silent around her, knowing she has to take lead with any new survies. “You look maybe eight? Nine?”
 
   “I’m thirteen,” Marshall says. “Just small for my age. That’s what my parents…”
 
   They wait for him to continue, but he doesn’t.
 
   “May I?” Bobby asks, as much to TL Lafferty as to Marshall as he approaches slowly and kneels in front of the boy. He starts to reach for the boy’s face then finds himself down on the ground, the boy’s legs wrapped around his neck, squeezing, squeezing.
 
   “Jesus fuck!” Diaz says as he and Tiny D lunge at the kid. 
 
   Tiny D gets her hands worked between the boy’s legs and Bobby’s throat, while Diaz grabs him under the arms and pulls him back. Diaz spins the kid around and slams his face into the dirt while yanking his arms up behind his back. Junior tosses him some cord and Diaz ties the kid’s wrist together then pulls him to his feet.
 
   “I don’t give two fucks if you’ve had your eyes plucked out,” Diaz snarls into Marshall’s ear. “But you go after my boy again and I will gut you.”
 
   “Sorry,” Marshall says. “I…I’m sorry.”
 
   “Mate Diaz?” TL Lafferty asks. “I think the boy is sincere.” She looks around at the park and frowns. “And we are drawing attention. You get to carry him to the Bell Tower. DTA, let’s move.”
 
   The Team heads off towards what was once Colorado Heights University. They book it through the park and across South Irving Street, up the barren slope behind the former school, and take cover at the side of the May Bonfils-Stanton Library. Junior sighs as they pass the boarded up windows of the library.
 
   “We’ll get settled first,” TL Lafferty says, smirking at Junior. “Then you and Alastair get first patrol. Ten minutes in the library, tops. Tops.”
 
   “Thanks, TL,” Junior grins.
 
   They duck around the south side of the building and weave between the huge oaks and firs to the former administrative building and the Bell Tower. The sun is just starting to dip below the mountains behind them as TL Lafferty gives three sharp knocks on a thick metal door tucked into an alcove of the red brick building.
 
   They wait two seconds then she gives three more sharp knocks. There’s two sharp knocks in response. TL Lafferty knocks once more then smacks it hard with the flat of her hand. The sounds of bars being removed, as well as chains being undone, echoes through the door. A weathered face peers out at them as the door is slowly pushed open.
 
   “Carlyle,” TL Lafferty nods. “Good to see you.”
 
   “You made good time,” Carlyle says then sees Marshall being held by Diaz. “Even with a distraction it seems. Get your butts in here before we lose the sun.”
 
   The Team filters through the door, one by one, nodding to the senior Runner. He nods back, and then gives the area a quick scan before he shuts the door behind them.
 
   “Head on up,” Carlyle says. “I’ll be with you in a minute. Make yourselves at home.”
 
   In his mid-forties, Carlyle Smithson is as fit as a man can be. Thin build, deeply lined, tanned skin; his arms are ropes of muscle. He takes his time replacing the bars and chains into their various slots and bolts then turns to a set of stairs. He barely breaks a sweat and isn’t even close to out of breath as he takes the steps two at a time all the way to the top, quickly catching up to DTA.
 
   “Hey!” Carlyle snaps as he sees Tiny D lifting a spoon from a simmering pot off to the corner of the wide room.
 
   “You said make ourselves at home,” Tiny D grins. “What’s in here? I smell sage, but what’s the meat?”
 
   “Pocket gopher,” Carlyle says. “Got a den of them down under the commons.”
 
   “Gopher?” Junior asks. “Ah, give me some of that!”
 
   “Still cooking,” Carlyle says. “Give it an hour or two more. Softens the meat and tempers the gamey flavor.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” Marshall says, still gripped by Diaz.
 
   “You’ll get some food soon, kid,” Diaz says. 
 
   “Can I talk to you, TL?” Val asks, nodding towards the stairwell.
 
   “Can it wait, Baptiste?” TL Lafferty asks. “I’d like to have a word with Carlyle first, get his report on the area so we know exactly what we’re walking into tomorrow morning. Didn’t like that herd that surprised us.”
 
   “Herd?” Carlyle asks after stirring the stew. “They’re getting more and more frequent, I tell ya. Your new Runner nearly didn’t make it here.”
 
   “Yeah, where’s this new Runner?” Diaz asks as he looks out a front window, his eyes scanning the commons below.
 
   “Up top,” Carlyle says. “Double checking the pyre so it’s ready for night duty.”
 
   TL Lafferty gives Carlyle an inquisitive look. The man shrugs.
 
   “He seems to think I can’t maintain a pyre,” Carlyle laughs. “The guy’s a pissy little bitch, but can run like the wind, even when surprised by these pop up herds.”
 
   “That’s what’s troubling me,” TL Lafferty says. “Not like you Runners to let us get ambushed like that. No warning marks at any of the intersections or on any of the buildings.”
 
   “Like I said, they’re just popping up,” Carlyle explains. “They are coming and going. It’s impossible to track them. Just when I think one has formed, it splits up and turns back into random groups.”
 
   “Herds happen,” Marshall says. The Team all looks his way and he shrugs, as if he knows he’s the center of attention.
 
   Val grips TL Lafferty’s elbow. “Please, TL. Just give me five.”
 
   TL Lafferty looks at the rest of the Team as they toss their packs onto the ground and begin the process of field stripping and cleaning their weapons. “Fine. Five minutes.”
 
   They step out of the room and onto the landing overlooking several flights of stairs.
 
   TL Lafferty looks down into the darkness below and rolls her neck. The cracking echoes up and down the stairwell. She looks back at Val and raises her eyebrows. Val reaches over and closes the door to the room.
 
   “Don’t cut that kid loose,” Val says. “He’s full of shit.”
 
    TL Lafferty’s eyebrow raise changes from irritation to legitimate surprise.
 
   “Not what I was expecting you to say,” she replies. “Go on.”
 
   “You know I had a brother, right?” Val asks.
 
   “My condolences,” TL Lafferty nods. “His death was rough on everyone, especially your… Well, you know. Every person counts.”
 
   “We always remember,” Val responds. “Thank you. But this isn’t about how my brother died. This is about how he lived. He was born blind, probably due to radiation exposure my mother suffered during the shutdown missions of the nuclear reactors south of here.”
 
   “Yes, yes, there were many unfortunate side effects of those missions,” TL Lafferty says, looking slightly uncomfortable with the conversation. “But all for the greater good.”
 
   “Cut the propaganda, TL,” Val snaps. “You need to listen to me.” TL Lafferty starts to get angry and respond, but Val cuts her off. “The kid didn’t just have his eyes plucked out. He’s been blind a while.”
 
   “You did see the scabs, right? Those are only days old,” TL Lafferty says. “I am seriously reconsidering your fit in this Team, Baptiste.”
 
   “They look fresh, yes,” Val explains. “But he didn’t lose his eyes recently. He moves and acts like someone that has been blind a long time. Maybe since birth. I don’t know, but I’ll swear those wounds aren’t as new as they look.”
 
   TL Lafferty studies Val’s face for a full minute. “He’s just a boy,” TL Lafferty says. “So, he’s got something to hide. Most survies do. They are scared and they don’t know who we are or what we’ll do to them. It can take months, sometimes years, for new refugees to relax into Stronghold life finally. You expect a thirteen year old boy to be any different?”
 
   “On the graves of my family, I swear that kid is not telling us who he really is or why he’s really here,” Val snaps.
 
   “Disrespecting the dead?” TL Lafferty growls. “That is behavior unbecoming a Mate, Baptiste. I should remove you from duty this second and send you packing.”
 
   “I’m not disrespecting anyone,” Val says. “Let me tell you a story, okay? About my brother. If at the end, you still don’t believe me then I’ll shut the fuck up and never say another word. Deal?”
 
   Val spits in her palm and holds out her hand.
 
   “A spit shake?” TL Lafferty asks, amused. “You trying to sell me a story or a sick goat?”
 
   “I’m trying to get you to listen,” Val replies.
 
   TL Lafferty looks at Val’s hand then spits in her own and shakes. They wipe their palms on their chests and nod to each other.
 
   “Talk,” TL Lafferty orders. “And no tangents. Get to the fucking point so I can go in there, give orders, and take a load off.”
 
   “My brother was four years older than me,” Val says. “I loved him so much, and looked up to him, but because he was blind our parents always doted on him. I felt like I wasn’t even there sometimes.” Val rubs her face and sighs. “One day, when my dad was in the back tending to the garden, and Mom was out on patrol, John and I started to argue. I was maybe five so he’d have been nine. It was over something stupid, I honestly don’t remember, but I got so mad that I picked up a mug and threw it at him.”
 
   Val smiles at the memory.
 
   “As soon as the mug left my hand I wished I could take it back,” Val says. “I was so sorry. But it didn’t matter. The mug didn’t hit him.”
 
   “You were five,” TL Lafferty laughs. “I doubt you could have hit the side of your house.”
 
   Val frowns. “I’m a Baptiste, sir. I could hit a fly at ten yards when I was three.”
 
   TL Lafferty begins to reply, but just nods instead, indicating for Val to continue.
 
   “I didn’t miss,” Val says. “It didn’t hit him because my blind brother caught the fucking thing. To say we were both surprised would be an understatement.”
 
   “What did you parents say?” TL Lafferty asks. “No, wait, let me guess, you didn’t tell them?”
 
   “No way,” Val says. “First, we would have gotten in trouble for fighting. Second, it became our secret, our game. I’d throw things at him and he’d either catch them or dodge them or bat them away. No matter what, he never got hit. Not once.” Val points at the closed door. “That kid acts and moves like my brother. He’s been blind for a long time.”
 
   TL Lafferty leans back against the wall, suddenly looking her age. “Then explain why the wounds look fresh. Because those scabs and cut marks around his eyes didn’t happen when he was born.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Val replies. “I just know he’s full of shit.”
 
   “Noted,” TL Lafferty nods. “But he’s still a kid and we’re not. Let me feel this out. And don’t mention this to any of the other Mates, understood? We have a mission to complete. We’ll send the kid back to the Stronghold with a Runner. Command can deal with him. That sit right with you, Baptiste?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Val replies. “I could be totally wrong on this, but I don’t think I am.”
 
   “Don’t second guess yourself, Mate,” TL Lafferty says. “You could be wrong, but those on DTA rarely are. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Val nods as TL Lafferty opens the door.
 
   “Now strip your weapon and get some sleep,” TL Lafferty orders. “You’re on second watch.”
 
   They walk back into the room and everyone gives them a cursory glance, except for Marshall. He turns his head towards Val and smiles. She shivers at the way he “looks” at her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Second shift comes quickly, and Val feels like she barely closed her eyes when there’s a boot nudging her leg. She’s up with her M-4 in hand before she has both eyes open.
 
   “Keep an eye on the west,” Alastair says. “Junior thinks he heard something. I didn’t, but be aware.”
 
   “Eyes on the west,” Val nods. “Who’s my partner?”
 
   Alastair gestures over his shoulder at a waiting Bobby.
 
   “You get Mr. Shy,” Alastair says, giving the others a knowing look. “Don’t break him.”
 
   “Don’t what…?” Val asks. “Oh, ha ha, cocksucker.”
 
   Val lifts her pack and straps it down tight then pushes past a grinning Alastair.
 
   “He tell you about the west?” Bobby asks as they descend the stairs.
 
   “Yeah,” Val says. “Should we head that way?”
 
   “At night?” Bobby asks. “No, we’ll just keep our ears open. No need to go further than the commons.”
 
   “Have fun, you two,” Tiny D says as she unbolts and unbars the door. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
   They get outside and circle slowly around to the front of the administration building. Far above them is the Bell Tower with a faint, flickering light coming from the very top. They work their way through the shadows, keeping to the edge of the wide, overgrown area that used to be the main commons for the former university.
 
   “What’s up with everyone?” Val asks. “They seem to think I’m going to fuck you. Any insight into that?”
 
   “Nope,” Bobby says quickly.
 
   “Right,” Val whispers. “They’re just messing with the rookie, is that it?”
 
   “Probably,” Bobby says.
 
   Val stops and grabs his arm. “Talk, Breitenberg,” Val orders. “What is going on?”
 
   “Nothing,” Bobby says. “They just like to stir shit up. You know how Teams are.”
 
   “So you don’t want to fuck me?” Val asks. “Don’t want to rip my uniform off and just go for it right here? Have me straddle your hips while you pound your hard cock inside me?”
 
   Bobby stands there, his mouth open, stunned. “I…uh…”
 
   Val gives him a pat on his cheek. “That’s what I thought. Listen, Bobby, I’ve caught you looking at me at parties and around town. I’m not a fucking idiot. But I have a guy. We’re happy, okay?”
 
   “Hamish?” Bobby snorts. “He’s afraid of his own shadow. Why would a Mate be with a weak ass normal like that?”
 
   Val’s hand meets Bobby’s cheek again, but it’s not nearly as soft as before.
 
   “Hamish is a good man and he makes me happy,” Val says. “And he’s a fucking professional. He knows where work and personal lines are. Something you apparently can’t comprehend.”
 
   Val shakes her head and starts to walk off.
 
   “Fuck this, man! We’re Mates, for fuck’s sake! I don’t need you dick whimpering around me, got it? This is work, Bobby. It stays work. And even if it wasn’t, I’d still be with Hamish. Give it up, grow the fuck up, and deal. We be cool?”
 
   “We be cool,” Bobby says, holding out a fist. “And for the record, I didn’t bring it up. You did. I’d have stayed silent forever.”
 
   “Until your blue balls exploded,” Val says. “Then you’d be crying like a baby.”
 
   She looks at the fist and sighs, giving it a quick bump.
 
   “No more dick whimpering,” she says.
 
   “No more dick whimpering,” Bobby agrees. They walk a few feet. “So what about Hawks? You think I have a chance?”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Val laughs then cuts it short. “Twelve o’clock. Due west. You see that?”
 
   They both crouch down in the dark, hidden behind two large fir trees. Off at the edge of the commons there is movement. They both watch, their eyes piercing the darkness, struggling for details. Trained from the first time they were allowed outside the Stronghold, they know how to spot the difference between Z movement and living movement. Neither is happy by what they see.
 
   They slip on their NVGs and the world around them goes from pitch black to a faded green. Bobby reaches out and taps her on her right shoulder. She taps him back on his left, letting him know she understands the plan. The two move off in opposite directions, eyes locked onto the end of the commons.
 
    Val marvels at the fact she can actually see in the dark. All the questions she has as to where the NVGs were found, how many batteries are stored in the armory, what happens if she breaks hers, etc, get shoved to the back of her mind. She focuses her attention on getting used to the new sight and that she’s lacking some of her peripheral vision. That part bugs her.
 
   Circling the commons to the right, while Bobby covers the left, Val keeps her M-4 trained towards the area of movement. The green hued shapes of trees and bushes are all that she sees at first, but after a few yards, she spots movement once again.
 
   A Z.
 
   Her training tells her not to engage, just to let the thing wander through the night and make its way to deader pastures. But something about the creature bugs her. It’s not what she and Bobby detected earlier. Yet, it’s right where they had been looking.
 
   Carefully placing each foot in front of the other, turned slightly sideways, Val approaches the Z. She gets about twenty yards away, then crouches and clears her throat. The Z instantly turns towards the sound and hisses, but it doesn’t move. Instead, it lifts its arms and just reaches out as if it’s stuck in place. Every instinct tells her to back off and regroup with Bobby. Go get the Team.
 
   But she doesn’t want to be the panicky rookie.
 
   Ignoring her gut, she takes a few steps closer, her enhanced vision studying the undead monster before her. It takes her a couple of seconds, but she finally spots what’s holding the Z back: a rope. Tied about its waist and staked down behind it.
 
   The footsteps come fast and she barely gets turned before her NVGs goes flying from her face. She stumbles, but stays upright, bringing up her forearm to block the next hit. Pain explodes in her ulna as the bone absorbs the impact, but her experience tells her nothing’s broken; it just hurts like a mother fuck.
 
   Ducking low, she flips her carbine around and thrusts into the night towards her attacker, but she connects with nothing but air. She tumbles backwards, rolling and coming up in a crouch as she feels something fly through the space her head had just occupied. She dives to the left and cries out as her ankle is smashed against the ground. Whoever is after her is fast and silent, neither of which are attributes that Zs possess.
 
   The first hit told her she’s dealing with a person and not a Z, but the speed makes her wonder what kind of person. Not a typical survy or wasteland trash. Could be a crazy, hopped up on whatever crazies like to snort, shoot, inhale, drink, jam up their rectums. But crazies like to holler and screech when they attack. This guy is quiet as a shadow and just as hard to track. Some cult member? One of the death worshipping groups out in the Plains? 
 
   All possibilities stream through her head as she rolls, ducks, dodges, and blocks the continuing attack. She takes a wicked hit to her temple, and streamers and stars light up the night. She feels her grip loosen on her carbine just as she’s trying to get it to her shoulder. The attacker senses her weakness and smacks the weapon from her hands. The clattering of metal against dirt and weed covered concrete is the loudest sound Val’s heard all night other than her own grunts of pain.
 
   A boot connects with her jaw and she sprawls onto her back, her right hand fumbling at her belt for her blade. But that is back with TL Lafferty. Fuck.
 
   A shape fills the darkness above her and she tries to scoot back on her ass, but a kick to her groin ends that idea as sharp pain rocks her pelvis. She may not have nuts, but it still fucking hurts to get nailed in the bathing suit area. Her legs sweep one way then the other, but the shape just leaps over them. Then she sees the outline of arms being raised and the weapon they are holding coming at her fast.
 
   Three coughs, and the shape staggers and falls right on top of her. Val grunts at the weight then shoves the body from her and scrambles to her feet.
 
   “You okay?” Bobby asks, hustling up to her. “What the fuck happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Val says. “I got jumped by this asshole.”
 
   Bobby, still wearing his NVGs, nudges the body with his foot. “Still breathing.” He kneels down carefully. “Body armor. I probably broke some ribs, but the piece of shit will live. Come on, let’s drag the fucker back.”
 
   “Give me a second,” Val says as she tries to catch her breath. “I need to find my NVGs.”
 
   “Over there,” Bobby says, pointing in the darkness. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
   He walks a few feet away, kneels and picks up the shattered NVGs.
 
   “Kevin is going to be so pissed when he sees these,” Bobby says.
 
   “TL won’t be too happy either,” Val says.
 
   She hooks the useless goggles to her belt and grabs one of the attacker’s arms. Bobby grabs the other and they drag the unconscious person back to the Bell Tower. Tiny D opens the back door and frowns.
 
   “Took you two all of thirty minutes,” Tiny D says. “You ain’t gonna be bad luck for the Team, are you Baptiste?”
 
   “Not trying to be,” Val says. “Help us carry this guy upstairs.”
 
   “Guy?” Tiny D asks, looking down at the body. “If it’s a guy then he’s got something jammed under that armor of his.”
 
   Bobby and Val look down and realize they’re staring at a woman, not a man. They both gasp, with Tiny D joining them as they see the woman’s face.
 
   No eyes, just scab rimmed holes.
 
   “What are the odds of that?” Bobby asks.
 
   Before either Val or Tiny D can respondd, a shout from above grabs their attention.
 
   “Pyres up!” Alastair cries out. “Direct line to Sector One. We’ve got survies at the door, people!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five- Something Is Rotten In Denver
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is this happy horse-” Diaz starts, but catches the nod Val gives towards the boy sleeping in the corner.
 
   Val and Bobby set the unconscious woman down and roll her over. Diaz stares at the place where her eyes should be.
 
   “Hey, TL,” Diaz calls over his shoulder. “You busy?”
 
   “That some sort of joke, Diaz?” TL Lafferty asks as she stomps over to him. “We’ve got pyres lit up all the way to the Sector One platforms and I’m trying t-.”
 
   She stops and stares at the woman, then looks at Val and Bobby.
 
   “Carlyle?” TL Lafferty says to the man as he’s about to climb a ladder leading up to the open area of the Bell Tower. “Belay that order.”
 
   Carlyle frowns. “Protocol says I light the pyre. No way to get Runners up the mountain at night. Stronghold needs to know we have company.”
 
   “Change of plans,” TL Lafferty says, turning to look at the boy on a couch in the corner. “Get him up.”
 
   “TL, he’s sleeping,” Hawks says.
 
   “That’s why I want him up,” TL Lafferty barks. “Do I need to say it again, Mate?”
 
   “No, sir,” Hawks replies. “I’ll wake him.”
 
   Hawks walks over and gently nudges Marshall on the shoulder. The boy rolls over, his hands balled into fists, protecting his face.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you, Marshall,” Hawks says. “We just need you to wake up, please.”
 
   He lifts his head and sniffs the air. “Why is there smoke?”
 
   “Kid can smell that?” Junior asks, pointing out the window. “Closest pyre is a dozen blocks away.”
 
   “From here on out I want silence,” TL Lafferty orders. “You don’t say a word, hear me?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they all reply, more than puzzled.
 
   “Who is she?” TL Lafferty asks, kneeling in front of Marshall. “The woman. What’s her name?”
 
   Marshall cocks his head and frowns. “I don’t know. What woman?”
 
   “The woman you were with,” TL Lafferty replies. “The one you must have gotten separated from. Is she your mother?”
 
   “I don’t have a mother,” Marshall states.
 
   “No, I expect you don’t,” TL Lafferty says. “So who is she?”
 
   “I wasn’t with a woman,” Marshall says. “I’m all alone.”
 
   “The hell you are,” TL Lafferty says, getting to her feet. “Baptiste? Strip the woman to the waist.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” Val asks.
 
   “Easy order, Mate,” TL Lafferty says. “Strip her to the waist. I need to see her back.”
 
   The boy hisses and lunges at the TL, but Hawks grabs him and keeps him back.
 
   “Now, Baptiste,” TL Lafferty orders.
 
   Val kneels down and undoes the straps holding the woman’s body armor in place. She yanks it up over her head then pulls off the soiled shirt underneath. Flipping her over, she frowns at the intense bruising from the impacts of Bobby’s bullets.
 
   “Nice placement,” Alastair nods to Bobby.
 
   “Fuck,” TL Lafferty says then turns to Clank and Junior. “Clank? You have the woman, Junior? You have the boy, Carlyle?”
 
   “Here, boss,” Carlyle says, his eyes staring at the weird markings on the woman’s back that lie under the bruising from Bobby’s shots.
 
   “I hate to do this to you, but I need you for a night run,” she says. “DTB is in Sector Fifty-one with RC Eight. Get there and let them know two packages are on the way.” She turns to Clank and Junior. “This is a luggage haul. You two up for it?”
 
   Clank eyes the woman and nods. “Yeah, no problem. She’s what, one-ten, one-twenty tops?”
 
   “Junior?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   “The boy won’t be a problem,” Junior says. “Will you, boy?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Marshall replies.
 
   “Truss her up,” TL Lafferty orders Bobby. “Tight. No room for error.”
 
   “Does the boy have to be tied?” Hawks asks. “He’s just a kid.”
 
   “You saw how fast he is,” Junior says. “I’d feel a lot better if he couldn’t fuck me up while I’m carrying his ass through the night.”
 
   Val slips the woman’s shirt back on and Bobby flips her, ties her hands behind her back, brings the cord down and secures her ankles. Clank gives him a nod as he squats and lifts the woman up and across his shoulders.
 
   “Want your carbine?” Duster asks.
 
   “Nah,” Clank replies. “Just adds weight and will slow me down. I got my 9 if shit gets real.”
 
   “Hawks, you’re with them on point,” TL Lafferty says. “The boy listens to you. That may help when the woman wakes up.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Hawks replies, strapping down her kit. 
 
   “Sector Fifty-one,” TL Lafferty says to Carlyle as he finishes double checking the laces of his shoes, tucking them down inside. “You tell TL Lee he’s to send half his Team with these two back to the Stronghold. The rest of you head back our way. Understood?”
 
   “Got it, boss,” Carlyle says as he stands and twists his body, then jumps up and down a couple of times. “Any specific location?”
 
   “Saint Anthony North Hospital,” TL Lafferty replies. “They’re pulling copper, so they’ll argue. Tell them to fuck the copper and get the packages home, ASAP.”
 
   “Done and done,” Carlyle says and takes off out of the room and down the stairs.
 
   “You three stop for nothing,” TL Lafferty says. “You run into Zs you figure out a way around them. Do not engage the undead, got it? Kill those that actively attack only. You hump it as fast as your asses can and you get to DTB Two. Once up the mountain, these two go straight to Commander Lee. No one else. I don’t give two lousy fucks if God Himself gets in the way. Tell Ford, Commander Lee only. She sees their backs and she’ll understand.”
 
   “Their backs?” Hawks asks.
 
   TL Lafferty walks over to Junior and the boy and lifts the kid’s shirt. The Team gasps at the marks on his back that look similar to the ones on the woman.
 
   “What the fuck are those about?” Alastair asks.
 
   “None of your concern right now,” TL Lafferty says. “Need to know only. Right now, we have some company to greet. Pack full kits in case we don’t come back. We are off book and it’s time to go into crisis mode.”
 
   They all nod at her then look out the window at the pyres lighting up the Denver sky.
 
   “Baptiste?”
 
   “Yes, sir?” Val asks, turning her attention from the nightscape to her TL.
 
   “Get up top and bring our new Runner down,” TL Lafferty says. “With Carlyle gone, we need someone to stay and man the Bell Tower. If we get separated, this is home base.” She turns to the rest of the Team. “Got that? You get separated from the Team and you hoof it here. No heroics, no one person army. You lose us or we lose you and your job is to get to the Bell Tower. I’m not liking the variables being presented tonight. Safety first. Every person counts.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they say. “Every person counts.”
 
   Val climbs the ladder up to the belfry and shoves a trap door aside. As she climbs up into the night air, the smell of smoke grows stronger and stronger with each gust of wind. She sees a shape off to the side of one of the openings in the red brick.
 
   “Hey, you,” Val says. “You’re needed down inside. Looks like the Bell Tower is yours for now. No more pyre gazing, okay?”
 
   “No need to order me around,” the Runner says as he moves away from the edge and approaches Val, his face still in the shadows. “Oh, it’s you.”
 
   “Me? Yep, it’s me,” Val says. “And who are you, Runner?”
 
   “Benji,” the Runner says as he moves closer and the light from the trap door catches his face. “We met yesterday.”
 
   “Shit,” Val says. “Sorry, didn’t recognize you in the dark.”
 
   “Whatever,” Benji says as he pushes past and descends the ladder. “Well, are you coming too? Pretty sure you have some gun stuff to do, Mate.”
 
   Val shakes her head. “Pissy bitch is right. No wonder Ford picked him up.”
 
   “I picked him up!” Benji shouts from below. “And don’t’ talk to yourself about other people! It’s rude!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   DTA moves silently through the night, ducking from cover point to cover point, their eyes searching the shadows and gloom for Zs while also keeping their attention on the many pyres that light up the night sky. The flames are currently bright orange, but each station has chemicals at hand that can change the color according to the message that needs to be sent. The current color tells DTA that the company at the city limits just wants to talk.
 
   TL Lafferty hasn’t made it this far believing what the flames tell her. All the color means is that the first pyre is bright orange. If those manning the Sector One station are unable to change the color then no one will know. It’s a flaw in the system, but that’s why there are the Teams.
 
   And why DTB One was sent to Sector One. TL Lafferty hopes that the color holds true and DTB One has everything under control.
 
   Carbines to their shoulders, the Team moves as one unit, every other Mate covering a different direction. Diaz has point, his eyes up front. Bobby is next covering eleven o’clock, while Tiny D is third and covering two o’clock. Duster follows Tiny D and has the nine while Alastair is behind him and has the three. TL Lafferty and Val bring up the six, their eyes and weapons swinging back and forth in a constant semi-circular motion, back and forth, back and forth, making sure nothing catches them off guard.
 
    Two suppressor coughs up front and all eyes turn to see a Z drop that came lunging from a burnt out doorway. Diaz holds up a fist and the Team stops, their senses pushed to the limits. There’s a silent count to five and then Diaz points forward. The Team continues their hurried progress through the dark city. 
 
   When passing each station, TL Lafferty looks up to make sure they are acknowledged. Far above them, whether from rooftops, church steeples, or old water towers, Runners or sentries give the sign that everything is A-Okay and the Team can move on. Each Mate runs through the possible scenarios in their mind about what they’ll find when they reach the final station and the Sector One pyre that set everything off. 
 
   Close to three hours of constant moving with barely a Z attack worries the Team almost as much as what lies ahead. Not that they don’t encounter plenty of Zs, just no groups. A straggler here, a straggler there. Even the most hardened in the elite team are spooked by the lack of zombies impeding their progress. It’s Denver, for fuck’s sake, there should be Hell on each block.
 
   Diaz lets out a low whistle and the Team pulls up behind him, all eyes on the Sector One station and the burning pyre on top. The Sector One station occupies a large interchange and overpass where former Interstate 25 and Highway 470 meet. The on and off ramps are fortified, and bridges, walkways, and rope ladders connect the different looping lanes of suspended asphalt.
 
   The Team should see armed sentries patrolling the station, but they don’t. Not good. TL Lafferty takes point and leads them across the open space between the Park Meadows Shopping Center where they came in and to the first onramp that leads up to the Sector One station post.
 
   None of them miss the splashes of blood that coat the steel gate that protects the ramp from Zs. Diaz opens the gate with one hand, while keeping his M-4 up. Bobby and Tiny D rush past Diaz, their carbines sweeping back and forth, as they check the ramp for hostiles. The bodies of the sentries that were on duty lay crumpled against the cattle chute-style fencing that lines the ramp’s sides, their heads twisted around 180 degrees.
 
   DTA moves on as the rest hurry through the gate and Diaz slams it shut, securing their rear. The Team splits in two with each group taking a side of the ramp, slowly working their way towards the main platforms above them. Blood flows in a steady trickle down the center and sides of the ramp, coming from a rope and wood slat bridge dead ahead.
 
   TL Lafferty motions for Bobby to climb up and assess. He slings his carbine, pulling the strap tight, and jumps onto the side fencing, scrambling up so he can get a view of what’s on the bridge. His lack of immediate reporting tells the Team that nothing good is up there. They wait patiently for him to get down and even in the dim light from the pyre, they can see how pale his face is.
 
   He shakes his head back and forth while holding up both hands showing the Team seven fingers. Flexing his fingers quickly conveys that the seven corpses are no longer intact. The fact he keeps flexing again and again tells them the dismemberment is extreme. DTA all take a collective breath and push on, heading for a set of steel stairs at the very top of the ramp.
 
   One by one, with Diaz once again leading, the Mates move up the stairs to the first main platform. The blood is thick and beginning to congeal as it pools around a pile of corpses. A quick estimate puts the count at close to a dozen crammed onto the small platform. It’s difficult for the Team to get around the pile, but they manage without toppling the stacked death. Up another set of stairs and they are on the platform just next to the burning pyre.
 
   The Team spreads out and checks every inch of the concrete platform, mindful of the eight other corpses they find.
 
   “TL,” Duster says. “This ain’t good.”
 
   “No shit,” Tiny D says. “What gave you that idea?”
 
   “Respect,” TL Lafferty scolds. “What is it, Duster?”
 
   “DTB One,” Duster says, kneeling next to a mangled corpse. “See the tat on that flap of skin?”
 
   “Yes,” TL Lafferty says. “A thunderbird, right? That’s Scotty Ming, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s him,” Duster says. He stands and looks at the other corpses. “Should we check the rest?”
 
   “Yes,” TL Lafferty says. “If the faces aren’t recognizable, then look over the bodies for identifying marks. You know these people, Mates. Think what makes them unique.”
 
   The Team splits up and starts the painful process of identifying the bodies. Some they know as sentries they’ve worked and lived with. Others are the group of Runners that man Sector One at all times, ready to sprint from station to station, passing on news as needed. By the time they are finished rolling over torsos, reassembling limbs, pressing flesh back into place on skulls, they identify each corpse.
 
   “TL Wright and Mate Franks are missing,” Bobby says. “The rest we can account for.”
 
   “All of DTB One?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   “Yes,” Bobby says, “but not all the sentries or Runners. There are three Runners missing and two sentries.”
 
   “Maybe they escaped as well,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   “Maybe, but if they did, they aren’t doing so well,” Bobby says.
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “We have too many arms,” Alastair says.
 
   “And tongues,” Tiny D adds.
 
   “Too many…?” TL Lafferty says. “How many is too many?”
 
   “Enough to make up for the Runners and sentries,” Val says, shaking her head. “They don’t belong to Cole or Anna Lee. Cole has a birthmark on his right bicep. Anna Lee has that broken pinky finger that sticks out. None of the arms match that.”
 
   “So where are they?” TL Lafferty asks. “Where are these armless, tongueless bodies?”
 
   “TL,” Bobby calls, having climbed up next to the pyre. “I think I can answer that.”
 
   They all quickly look where he is pointing. Mouths hang open and eyes go wide as they watch what comes at them.
 
   “Ammo check now!” TL Lafferty shouts. “Find the cache on this platform! We need every single cartridge we can get our hands on!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tears stream down her face as she stumbles along, the life dripping from the bloody stumps at her shoulders. When Runner Mila Hafferkamp woke up that morning, she had no idea her life would turn into a nightmare just a few hours later. Being a Runner in the Denver wasteland means dealing with a considerable amount of horrors daily, but they are always of the undead kind. She’s never seen the living act so viciously in her short eighteen years of life in the apocalypse.
 
   The groans and hisses behind her keep her from stopping and giving up. She can see the movement up by the pyre and all she wants to do is get to the safety of the platforms. The thought of “safety” makes her laugh, but it hurts the ragged stump in her mouth and she just ends up weeping silent tears. She would risk a look over her shoulder, but she’s terrified she’ll freeze up and never make it. It’s a testament to the survival instinct of the citizens of the Stronghold that Mila even thinks she still has a chance to live.
 
   If she did look over her shoulder, she would know that chance is firmly rooted in Hell.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ground is uneven and sentry Bill Viglia wishes more than anything in the world he had arms to stop him from faceplanting every few feet. He knows his time is short as the dizziness from blood loss messes with his vision and coordination, but the sight of the pyre gives him hope. Only a few hundred yards and he will be at the first gate. It’s so close he can almost taste it; if he had a tongue left to taste anything.
 
   He takes another tumble, goes down hard on his knees, screeching through blood-slicked lips as a sharp hunk of concrete pierces his jeans and tears into his patella. He hears the kneecap snap and when he tries to stand, his worst fear is confirmed. He can’t get up. His armless torso is wracked with sobs as he closes his eyes and waits for what’s behind him to catch up and end it all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Fuck it, sentry Amy Patron thinks. Fuck them using me like this.
 
   She stops her stumbling, futile escape from the hungry mouths behind her. Turning to face them, she tries to spit at them in defiance, but lacking a tongue, she just coughs a hunk of bloody phlegm onto her chest. Her eyes narrow as she watches the monsters get closer and closer. The cry bubbles up from her throat and she takes off running, but not away.
 
   She runs head long into the waiting death of teeth and nails.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Determined to make it, Runner Brian Wingdon pumps his legs, ignoring the stabbing pains that pummel his body with every footfall. The spots before his eyes spread and he knows his brain isn’t getting enough oxygen. It’s a side effect of quickly bleeding out. Brian shoves every negative thought away, relying on his never say die attitude to get him through. It led him to be the lead Runner in Sector One and to break all sprint records in the Stronghold.
 
   Brian Wingdon will not give up.
 
   He dodges around a large pothole in the pavement and hurries past the last building between him and the platforms. Movement off to his left catches his attention and he risks a glance, surprised to see his fellow Runner, Jordan Keith, keeping pace with him only thirty yards away. The competitive instinct kicks in and Brian wills his legs to move faster.
 
   The first ramp gate is only one hundred yards away, moving closer, and closer by the second. At his peak, he can cover forty yards in less than five seconds, but he is not at his peak. His trained Runner mind calculates his speed coupled with the distance and comes up with twelve seconds to the gate.
 
   He can make it. He knows he can. Twelve seconds and he’s safe from what pursues him. Safe up on the platforms with what he prays is Dead Team Alpha.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Sir?” Bobby says from above the Team. “Every person counts, but if they get here…”
 
   “I know, Mate,” TL Lafferty replies as she watches the two armless men sprinting towards the ramp. “But I can’t condone killing our own.”
 
   “They’re dead anyway, TL,” Diaz says. “You know that, right?”
 
   “Every person counts,” TL Lafferty says. “Get down there and open the gate for them, then haul ass back up here. We’ll need to regroup and go down the other side.”
 
   “Out into the Plains?” Duster asks. “Then we’ll have to circle around for half a mile before we can get back in the city.”
 
   “Well, we aren’t fucking going that way!” Tiny D shouts and points at what stretches before them.
 
   The herd of Zs is the largest any of them have ever seen in their lives. For miles, the ocean of undead stretches back into Denver. Thousands of hungry zombies shuffle, stumble, stagger towards the platforms, led by the trails of blood left in the wakes of the sprinting amputees.
 
   “TL,” Diaz pleads. “One shot each. It will give us time to get the fuck out of here and circle around the herd.”
 
   “There has to be at least three, maybe four thousand down there,” Alastair says. “And that’s what we can see. We aren’t fucking circling shit, Diaz. TL is right; we exit out the front and go the Plains route.”
 
   “Jesus!” Diaz shouts. “Have you gone insane? It doesn’t matter which way we go! Look at all the fuckers! TL, please!”
 
   “Every person counts, man!” Tiny D yells. “I’m going down there and helping them inside! Then I’ll carry one and you get to fucking carry the other as we bug out of this death trap!”
 
   A scream pulls their attention to Runner Keith. His legs go out from under him and he falls headfirst. The sound of his skull cracking on the pavement echoes up to the Team and everyone winces.
 
   “We have another one!” Duster yells, pointing north. “She’s not going to make it!”
 
   “Diaz, Tiny D,” TL Lafferty says. “Get that gate open and help that Runner inside.” She looks up at Bobby. “Is the fallen one moving?”
 
   “No,” Bobby says. “Should I put one in his head? Just to make sure?”
 
   “No,” TL Lafferty says. “Save the round for the woman. When they catch her, show her some mercy.”
 
   Bobby nods and switches out scopes on his M-4.
 
   “Nothing,” Val says as she walks up to TL Lafferty. “The caches are empty. Whoever attacked took the ammunition with them.”
 
   “Shit,” TL Lafferty says. “Mate Breitenberg? Belay that order. We can’t lose even one round at this point.”
 
   The Team can hear the clanging of the ramp gate below and they hurry to the stairs as Diaz and Tiny D carry the mutilated Runner up to the main platform.
 
   “Wingdon, right?” TL Lafferty asks as Diaz and Tiny D set him down onto the concrete. “I saw you break Strowbridge’s record a few years ago. You’re a fine Runner, son.”
 
   The man looks up at her with pained and panicked eyes.
 
   “I need to ask you some questions, okay?” TL Lafferty asks.
 
   Brian shakes his head and opens his mouth to show his lack of tongue.
 
   “I know, I know,” TL Lafferty nods. “Yes or no questions.”
 
   Brian nods in return.
 
   “Were the attackers cannies? Was it cannibals?”
 
   Brian shakes his head no.
 
   “Wasteland trash? Stragglers that got out of hand?”
 
   Another no.
 
   “TL, we have to get the fuck gone,” Diaz says. TL Lafferty holds up her hand, silencing him.
 
   “Crazies? Hopped up on something?”
 
   No.
 
   TL Lafferty takes a deep breath. “Cult? Brian, was it one of the cults?”
 
   Brian shakes his head no then nods yes.
 
   “I’m taking that is a maybe,” Val says. Brian nods.
 
   “Maybe? So maybe a cult, but you aren’t sure?”
 
   Brian nods.
 
   “What makes you think they might be a cult?”
 
   “TL!” Diaz shouts. “And don’t fucking shush me with your hand! WE HAVE TO GO!”
 
   The whole Team, except for TL Lafferty, watches as the herd descends on the ramps. The two facing the city are quickly overrun as the mass of undead slam into the steel gates. The sound of metal groaning and protesting can barely be heard over the moaning of the Zs. The Team can feel the platforms shaking from the pressure of the thousands and thousands of bodies wanting to get up to them.
 
   “Go,” TL Lafferty orders. “Get to the other side and get down to the Plains! Run far and wide, split up into two squads, and then double back to the city. The Bell Tower is the rendezvous point. Get your asses to the Bell Tower.”
 
   “Ah, fuck,” Bobby says. “Look!”
 
   They all turn and watch as one by one the pyres in the city go out. They all assume the worst.
 
   “Keep the plan!” TL Lafferty says. “The Bell Tower! Now go!”
 
   “TL?” Tiny D asks. “What about you?”
 
   “Get your fucking ass off these platforms, Peters!” TL roars. “GO!”
 
   The Team all nods and then turns and runs, hopping over rails and sliding down rope ladders to the platforms below, all headed for the ramps that lead to the Plains side of Denver.
 
   “I’m staying,” Val says, her M-4 up and aimed at the overrun ramps below. Zs have piled up against the gates and started climbing over each other. In seconds, they will tumble over onto the ramps. “Ask him what you want to ask. It’s obviously pretty fucking important.”
 
   TL doesn’t argue, just leans down to Brian’s ear.
 
   “Did they have eyes?” she asks and pulls back. Brian shakes his head no over and over, his own eyes wide with fear and pain. “That’s what I was afraid of.”
 
   “You know something, right?” Val says. “You know who these blind fucks are, don’t you?”
 
   “I think so,” TL Lafferty says, standing and putting her carbine to her shoulder. “If I’m right, then we are in deep, deep shit.”
 
   “How about we get out of some of this shit and book it off the platforms?” Val says, reaching out and tugging at TL Lafferty’s arm. “We can’t fight all of those Zs.”
 
   “We stay until Runner Wingdon passes,” TL Lafferty replies. “Every person counts.”
 
   “And we always remember,” Val says. “But we can’t remember shit if we’re dead! We need to leave him!” Val looks down at the shivering man and frowns. “I’m sorry, Brian. We can’t save you.”
 
   He nods again and again and then kicks out, his foot catching TL Lafferty in the calf. She refuses to look down at him and he starts to thrash until she relents, her eyes meeting his.
 
   “It’s dishonorable to leave a man,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   Brian rolls his head and looks over at the stairs that will be swarming with Zs any second. He looks back at TL Lafferty and shakes his head violently.
 
   “We stay, we die too,” Val says. “This man deserves some mercy, not more fear and agony.” Brian nods over and over. “I’m sorry, TL.”
 
   Val shoves her Team Leader aside and grabs her blade from its sheath strapped to TL Lafferty’s belt. In one quick motion, she stabs Brian right between the eyes. A final breath escapes his lips and then he is still.
 
   “BAPTISTE!” TL Lafferty screams. “You’ll hang for that!”
 
   “If I live that long,” Val says. She looks at her sheath. “I’m going to hang onto this. I think my time is probably done on DTA, so I could give two fucks about your field kit rules. But I do give two shits about whether or not I’m eaten alive. You coming with?”
 
   Val tucks her blade into her belt, then slings her rifle across her back and secures the strap as she sprints to a rope ladder leading down to the next platform. She quickly descends, not looking to see if TL Lafferty is following. A loud snap and shriek of metal tells her at least one of the gates has collapsed, which means the tide of undead has come in and is about to completely wash over the platforms. She lets the rope ladder slide quickly between her gloves and drops to the next platform.
 
   Far below, she can see the rest of DTA sprinting down the ramps. None bothers to unbolt the gates; they just leap at the steel and clamber up and over, dropping down onto the dusty earth. She goes over the mental map in her head and decides that the ramp to the right is her direction. She can head out into the Plains, then circle back to 470 and enter Denver via South University Boulevard.
 
   “I’m with you, Baptiste,” TL Lafferty says as she drops down behind Val. “Lead the way.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Val says and takes off towards a rocking rope and wood slat bridge that connects the platform they are on and the one they need to be on to get to the ramp.
 
   They get halfway across the bridge when they hear the first snap. Then the next. The bridge sways, and then slants dangerously to one side. Val and TL Lafferty grab onto the ropes, but as they look over their shoulders, a third and fourth snap, taking the bridge out from under their feet.
 
   The ropes and slats drop quickly and each woman grits her teeth as she hangs on for dear life. They fly through the air for a split second, and then the ride comes to a jarring halt as the snapped bridge slams into one of the massive concrete support struts for the former interstate overpass. They both grunt from the impact, then look up at the climb they’ll have to make to get back up on the platform.
 
   “Down?” Val asks.
 
   “If you want to break a leg,” TL Lafferty says, looking down at the two story drop.
 
   “Shit,” Val says. “Climb, it is.”
 
   Above them, on the other side, hisses and snarls grab their attention as Zs get to the edge of the upper platform and see the suspended meals. Dozens start to jam together until the pressure of the ones from behind is too much and Zs begin to fall forward, tumbling off the platform to the pavement below. Their putrid bodies explode like rotten flesh balloons, sending offal and black blood spraying everywhere.
 
   The two women try to ignore the Zs and focus on the several feet of hand over hand climbing they have to accomplish. If it was just the climb, then they would be fine, but the Zs have other plans, intentional or not.
 
   Val cries out as the ropes and slats suddenly take a lurch downward. “What the fuck?”
 
   “We have company,” TL Lafferty says, seeing the problem under her.
 
   One of the falling Zs has gotten tangled in the bottom ropes and slats of the vertical bridge. It doesn’t have the intelligence or coordination to climb up after the women, but it does see the meals above it and starts to thrash with hunger. The thrashing quickly strains the ropes, and Val can see where normal, non-issue frays in the hemp begin to turn into very serious shit’s gonna fall frays.
 
   “Fuck,” Val says. “Gonna need all our hustle, TL.”
 
   One of the frays begins to unravel, a twirling spectacle of doom only feet from Val’s face. She reaches up, grabs a slat, and pulls, repeating the motion again and again until she’s eye level with the fray. It stops its spinning and Val watches in horror as the last few strands of rope go snap, snap, snap.
 
   The bridge drops several feet and swings off to the left. TL Lafferty and Val both hang on tight, waiting for the swinging to stop, but too many of the Zs above stream over the edge of the platform, slamming into the tangled Z, keeping the bridge from stabilizing. More frays start to spin and Val looks down at the Z covered pavement under them.
 
   “They may break our fall,” Val says.
 
   “Or break our necks,” TL Lafferty says.
 
   “We aren’t going to make it, TL,” Val says. “Maybe we can swing the bridge so it’s over the thickest pile. If we land just right we won’t-”
 
   But she never finishes her sentence, as the remaining ropes securing the bridge to the platform all come undone, sending the two women falling onto a thrashing pile of undead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The night-shrouded landscape around Tiny D and Duster is a minefield of debris and potholes. They run as fast as they can, each praying they don’t snap an ankle, as they work their way through the former suburban sprawl. There used to be hundreds of cookie-cutter houses that stretched for miles, instead of hard packed dirt, but they were gutted for supplies and razed many years ago. Most of the materials were salvaged for use in the Stronghold or to build up the rudimentary barricade that lines Highway 470.
 
   What couldn’t be used was left in the hopes of hindering any Z herds coming off the Plains or slowing down any human elements trying to sneak into Denver at night when the sentries can’t see them. Tiny D always thought it just made the place look like a post-apocalyptic mess, but as she is subjected to the never ending near falls and stutter steps caused by the debris, she realizes it was a pretty good idea after all to leave the crap where it is.
 
   She just wishes she didn’t have to deal with it.
 
   Duster risks a quick look over his right shoulder and groans. The Zs have overwhelmed the platforms and are spilling out around them, pouring onto the Plains and barrens. He has no idea which way Diaz, Alastair, and Bobby are, but he sure, as shit hopes they are putting some serious space between themselves and the herd. Anyone caught up in that will be eaten down to the bone in minutes. He’s seen Teams nearly overwhelmed by herds a quarter of that size.
 
   Tiny D whistles and points at 470 off to the right. Duster sees where she’s indicating and adjusts his course to follow. They quickly get to a weak point in the barricade and clamber up over the burnt wood and broken concrete. When they get to the top, they look off towards the platforms and see the herd still streaming out of Denver. The endless lines of undead roll up over the barricade as if it was a singly stacked sandbag in the face of a tsunami.
 
   The part that makes each of the Mates clench their guts is the branch of the herd that isn’t going over the barricade, but instead following the path of least resistance and shambling down 470 . Right towards them.
 
   “Son of a fuck nut,” Duster says. “This is eleven kinds of fucked.”
 
   “Shut it, Duster,” Tiny D says. “Push them out of your head. There are miles to go before we rest.”
 
   “No poetry, TD,” Duster says. “This fucking night is bad enough.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The M-4 flies from his hands as Bobby’s foot slips into a deep hole, his leg snapping at the shin. He cries out and reaches down, praying it’s not as bad as he thinks. However, once he gets his leg free and sees the shiny white bone protruding through his uniform, he knows he’s fucked.
 
   “Keep going,” he hisses at Diaz and Alastair. “Run, you mother fuckers!”
 
   “We can carry you!” Diaz says.
 
   “Bullshit,” Bobby replies between gritted teeth. “You have to watch your own footing, dipshit. One of you’ll snap a leg like me if you have to carry my ass.”
 
   “Fuck that,” Diaz says and grabs Bobby under the armpits and starts to lift. Bobby screams and then clamps a hand over his own mouth.
 
   “Fuck,” Bobby pants. “Sorry.”
 
   “No worries,” Alastair says, his NVGs covering his eyes as he faces the herd. “They were coming right for us anyway.”
 
   “Not leaving you, Bobby boy,” Diaz says.
 
   “Yes…you are,” Bobby says and pops Diaz in the nose.
 
   “Ow, you fuck!” Diaz protests as he lets Bobby fall to the ground. “What the fuck?”
 
   “Grab my carbine,” Bobby says, maneuvering himself up against a loose stack of concrete chunks. “And leave me all of your frags.”
 
   “Leave you…oh,” Alastair says realizing what Bobby is going to do. He runs and snags the fallen M-4, with the frag popper attached to the bottom rail, and places it in Bobby’s hands. “You got balls, Bobby boy. They’ll write songs about you after this.”
 
   “Then you two better fucking live and make sure they do,” Bobby says as he starts undoing straps and stripping off his gear. He lays the M-4 across his lap and sets out the eight grenades he has into a row close at hand. “And make sure it’s up tempo. No death ballad or Hotel California shit. I want people to dance to it.”
 
   “Fuck this shit,” Diaz says as he unloads all the grenades in his pack and sets them next to Bobby’s. “Just fuck it all.”
 
   “That can be the title,” Bobby laughs then grimaces as he shifts his leg. “Just Fuck It All.”
 
   “Just frag it all,” Alastair corrects adding to the pile of grenades. “That would be better. I’ll see if the Taint Punchers will write it. I love those guys.”
 
   “No, not those fucking assholes,” Bobby says dropping a grenade into the launcher and pulling the trigger. 
 
   The explosive flies from the M-4, arching into the air and landing a few yards in front of the oncoming herd that has started to regroup after being split by the platform supports. The grenade explodes, sending rock and dirt flying high into the air.
 
   “Don’t’ you want to save those?” Diaz asks as he goes through Bobby’s pack and divvies up the magazines between himself and Alastair. “I don’t think you have to worry about the dirt coming to eat you.”
 
   “Gauging the distance,” Bobby says, loading another grenade. “I’ll make the rest count. Now get the fuck gone, you two.”
 
   Alastair grabs up the extra magazines and stuffs them into empty pockets on his vest that had ben occupied by grenades just seconds before. He looks down at Bobby and salutes.
 
   “We always remember,” Alastair says.
 
   “Go fuck, Swancutt,” Bobby says. “Don’t let the last words I hear from you be Stronghold rah-rah crap.”
 
   “Fuck you, Breitenberg,” Alastair says.
 
   “That’s more like it,” he smiles, holding out his hand. Alastair shakes it and then Diaz. “Book it, kids. This is adult stuff and not safe for children. No, wait.” He reaches into his breast pocket and hands something to Alastair. “Give that to Val, will ya?”
 
   Alastair frowns as he looks at the book of ration tickets in his hand.
 
   “Okay,” Alastair says.
 
   “I would have used them for a date, but she shot me down,” Bobby says. “Maybe she can take that doctor out with them.”
 
   “You’re a strange one, Bobby Breitenberg,” Diaz says, “but a good one.”
 
   “Fuck off with the mushy shite,” Bobby says. “Go.”
 
   Diaz and Alastair each give him a pat on his shoulder as they take off into the night. Bobby just sits there, watching the herd that’s backlit by the still burning pyre on the main platform. He slowly counts out the seconds, waiting for his first shot.
 
   “Fire in the hole,” he says and pulls the trigger. The second grenade whistles through the sky then bounces off the head of one of the lead Zs. A split second later, and the night air is filled with bloody mist and putrid flesh. “Bango bongo, baby!”
 
   He launches another and another, adjusting the angle slightly so he can penetrate the herd a little deeper each time. He creates fountains of blood and plumes of severed limbs. Undead parts and pieces fly into the sky then rain back down to earth.
 
   Without even knowing it, Bobby is whistling Hotel California, a fatalistic grin on his face the whole time.
 
   When he reaches out and finds he only has one more grenade, he gives it a kiss and loads it into the launcher. He aims straight up into the air and fires.
 
   “I’ve always wanted to see if this will work,” Bobby says as the herd is almost on him.
 
   He opens fire with his M-4 and empties the magazine just as the first Zs lunge. They pile onto him and he begins to wonder if he shouldn’t have saved a bullet for himself. Then a slight thump gets his attention through all the snarls and his grin widens.
 
   His last thought before the pile explodes is that he hopes when the song is written there’s a line in there about him going out with a bang. Or at the very least with a smile on his face.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sound of gnashing teeth is what brings Val out of her semi-conscious stupor. She looks about and realizes she is on top of a massive mound of Zs, all of them twisted and broken from their fall. This realization makes her look up and she watches as more fall towards her. Rolling to her side, she tumbles down the mound and finds herself tangled in the feet of the Zs still shuffling out of Denver and into the Plains.
 
   She doesn’t waste time thinking up a plan or worrying about how she’ll get out of the position she’s found herself in, she just reacts.
 
   Shoving up to her feet, she grabs her blade that is luckily still in her belt and begins to hack and slash every Z around her. She has no delusions that she’ll live, seeing the mass that she’s surrounded by, but she intends to take out as many as humanly possible before she goes down.
 
   Her blade slices through a head, a chest, a neck. She chops at reaching hands, smashes out chomping teeth, cuts off swinging arms. Zs come at her and she shoves them away, trying to maintain some fighting space as she works her way towards a concrete support. She wants something up against her back so she can really get to work.
 
   Not that the work will last long, the reality of that hitting home as a Z gets through and bites down on her left shoulder. She cries out at the pain, but doesn’t worry about checking the wound. All of the Team uniforms are made of a hemp/poly blend formulated from recycled plastic mined out of the never-ending resource known as Denver’s many landfills. Z bites hurt like a motherfucker, but rarely get through to actual skin. The way most Mates die is from bites to the neck or having their uniforms ripped off, exposing the tasty flesh underneath.
 
   Or, as the weight of the herd presses in on Val, getting crushed to death.
 
   She stumbles back and tries to keep her balance, but only ends up falling on her ass. Hacking and slashing at the Z legs that surround her, pushing herself backwards along the ground with her legs. Her back finally butts up against the support and she sighs at the tiny victory. You take what you can when the end comes.
 
   It was something her mother had said just before…
 
   Her thoughts are ripped from her as a Z head explodes above her. Then another and another. Over the constant groans of the hungry undead, Val can hear suppressed carbine fire; distant coughs taking out the Zs that surround her.
 
   She quickly notices a pattern and sees the fire is all concentrated to her left. She pushes her back up the concrete support just as hands reach for her and pull her into the narrow alley that has been created through the undead.
 
   “Anna Lee?” Val asks, stunned at the familiar face before her.
 
   “Shut the fuck up, cuz,” Mate Anna Lee Franks says as she pulls Val through the Zs. “Just keep hacking with your pig sticker there.”
 
   “Come on,” Cole snaps as he stabs a Z through the eye then shoots another with his 9mm. 
 
   His uniform is covered in blood and torn in several places, but he looks strong to Val and she’s grateful for that. Anna Lee shoves Val forward, slamming her fist into a Zs face then another to give them more room. Heads all around them burst open as bullets pierce the skulls, sending fetid brains splattering across their bodies.
 
   It takes a split second for Val to realize that if Cole and Anna Lee are helping her, then who is firing the carbine?
 
   She looks over her shoulder and sees TL Lafferty standing on top of the mound of Zs, her M-4 barking into the herd. Seeing Val, TL Lafferty gives a barely perceptible nod then continues her surgical attack. Z after Z falls under her fire as she clears a way for the three Mates to get through the herd. Just as her carbine goes Winchester and her last magazine is empty, Val, Cole, and Anna Lee see a gap in the herd large enough for them to make a break.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   TL Lafferty aims her frag popper up at one of the supports and fires. Ancient concrete and hidden rebar fly everywhere as the grenade explodes. She launches another and another before she’s taken down under the Zs that fall from above, landing on top of her, pinning her under their broken, rotten bodies. 
 
   She manages to get one arm free and pulls her 9mm from her belt. Hearing the platforms start to protest and groan, she places the muzzle of the pistol against her temple and pulls the trigger just before a thousand tons of interstate collapses all around her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Most of the herd was still centered on the Sector One station platforms, so as Val and the other two finally stop running, and are able to look back, all they see is a mound of debris several stories high with only a couple hundred Zs stumbling about. The sea of thousands is no more and Val gives a pained sigh of relief.
 
   “You okay?” Cole asks. “Val? Are you injured?”
 
   “I should ask you that,” Val says, looking at his blood soaked uniform.
 
   “Not mine,” he says. “Mostly my Team’s and a few of those eyeless freaks.”
 
   “You got some of them?” Val asks. “But we didn’t find any up on the platforms.”
 
   “Fuckers dragged their own off with them as they left,” Anna Lee responds. Almost a foot taller than Val and Cole, and built like she’s carved right from the Rockies themselves, Anna Lee spits on the ground and steps on the glob, her eyes looking towards Denver with burning hate. “The mother fucking fucks came out of nowhere and took us fucking down. Not there, then there. Most of the fucking shithead fuckers didn’t even have weapons, Val. No fucking weapons. You fucking hear what I’m fucking saying?”
 
   “No fucking weapons,” Val says, as she lets that info sink in thinking of the boy Marshall and how he took down Bobby. “Freaky fast?”
 
   “Am I not fucking making myself fucking clear here, fucknut?” Anna Lee snarls. “No weapons. Not there then there. Fast doesn’t fucking explain it. They were like, like…FUCK! I don’t fucking know what they were fucking like!”
 
   “We were able to get away and started heading back through Denver,” Cole says. “Then the herd came and we had to turn around. It completely caught us by surprise.”
 
   “Got up on that fucking building there,” Anna Lee points to a far off shape in the night. “Watched those blind fuckers do the impossible.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Val asks.
 
   “They were herding the herd,” Cole says. “No eyes and they were moving the herd along, keeping it controlled. I don’t know how, but they were good at it.”
 
   “They had bait up front,” Val says. “It drove the Zs right to the platform.”
 
   “It was insane to watch,” Cole says, sounding very weary as the three starts walking again and make their way through the never-ending debris field, towards the eastern end of 470. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “Fucking blind fucks!” Anna Lee snaps. “How the fuck can motherfucking people without any fucking eyes fucking do that?”
 
   “At least you two made it,” Val says. “We wondered when we couldn’t find your bodies.”
 
   “Wait,” Cole says. “What bodies did you find?”
 
   “Everyone else’s,” Val says. “Sorry, Cole, but you two are all that made it from DTB One.”
 
   “FUCKING FUCKERS!” Anna Lee shouts.
 
   “Shut up,” Val hisses. “Jesus. You’ll bring the rest of the Zs down on us.”
 
   “There can’t be any left in the city,” Cole says. “That had to be every last Z in Denver.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Val says, thinking of the herds DTA saw on their way to the Bell Tower. “There’s still plenty north. We came across a ton of large herds on our way south. No way they could have herded all of those in time to get them down here.”
 
   Val stops and reaches out, grabbing Cole’s arm.
 
   “Ow, Val,” Cole says, pulling his arm away. “What is it?”
 
   “The pyres,” Val says. “We have to light the pyres back up.”
 
   “You have lost your fucking marbles, girl,” Anna Lee replies. “What we have to do is get our asses back to the Stronghold.”
 
   “We won’t make it in time,” Val says. “They are probably already heading that way. The only thing we can do is get the pyres lit. Maybe Runners will see them and be able to get to the ones on the Turnpike so the Stronghold has some kind of warning.”
 
   “You’re not making sense, Val,” Cole says. “Back up and explain what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   “That wasn’t the only mega-herd,” Val says. “That was just one of them. They’re building another and going to send it up the mountain. Right for the Stronghold.”
 
   “Holy fuck,” Anna Lee says. “These blind fucks aren’t just random crazies, are they?”
 
   “No,” Val says. “TL Lafferty knew something. We found a couple of them and they have these weird marks on their backs. It freaked her out. She sent the captives with Junior, Clank and Hawks. We headed this way when we saw the pyres.”
 
   “So maybe those three got them to the trolleys and up the mountain already,” Cole says. “If Lafferty knew something, then that means others do too. The Stronghold will already know shit is fucked, at least. They’ll be ready.”
 
   “Except Junior, Clank and Hawks weren’t heading to the Stronghold first,” Val says. “They were heading to DTB Two.”
 
   “Shit,” Cole says, looking towards the mountains still shrouded in darkness. “Ford.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six- Say Hello To My Little Fiend
 
    
 
   The far off sounds of grenade explosions reach Clank’s ears just as he rounds a corner and sees Saint Anthony North Hospital. He glances back and can just make out Junior’s puzzled face.
 
   “What the fuck?” Clank says.
 
   “Hold up,” Hawks orders quietly and the two men stop in their tracks.
 
   Junior sets the boy down for a second, rubbing his shoulders and neck. Clank doesn’t let the woman draped across his shoulders budge. He doesn’t dare put here anywhere after having had to stop to knock her out twice since they left the Bell Tower.
 
   “What’s up, Hawks?” Junior asks.
 
   Clank turns towards the echoing explosions, but knows he’s too far to see anything. What surprises him though is he can’t see any of the pyres burning. Not even the Bell Tower one. He’s about to mention this when a low whistle rings out.
 
   “There you are,” Stanford says as he steps out of the shadows towards the Mates. “Carlyle got here over an hour ago. I was about to send part of my Team to track your asses down. Thought maybe you got lost and were walking in circles.”
 
   “Ha ha, Ford,” Clank says. “You try carrying a raging pissed off crazy woman for three hours.”
 
   “First, no, I don’t think I will try that,” Stanford says. “And second, it’s TL Lee to you, Mate. I may not be DTA, but I still out rank you.” He flips Clank the bird and sticks his tongue out. “So there.”
 
   “Very becoming of a TL,” Clank says. “You got some folks to help here? My arms are gonna fall the fuck off any second.”
 
   Stanford whistles again and three members of DTB Two walk out from behind various hides. One takes the boy from Junior while the other two grab onto the woman and hoist her between them.
 
   “Carlyle fill you in?” Hawks asks.
 
   “He did,” Stanford says. “But he didn’t have much info.” He looks at the two captives and frowns. “The way he sounded, I thought you guys were bringing two demons from Hell with you. Looks like a lady and a kid to me.” He leans over as the two Mates with the woman pass by. “And what’s up with their eyes? Carlyle said they’re blind? How the fuck can Lafferty be scared of a couple of blind crazies?”
 
   “You haven’t seen them move,” Hawks says. “Weird shit.” She looks towards the boy and then back at Stanford. “I’m going with them. He’ll want to see me when he wakes up.”
 
   “Sure, whatever,” Stanford says as she takes off after the Mates. He watches her go then nods his head in the same direction. “Come on, you two. Let’s get you some water and chow before we hike it back to the Bell Tower.”
 
   “DTA is heading down to Sector One,” Clank says, following Stanford to the hospital’s main entrance. “From the sound of things, we shouldn’t stop at the Bell Tower. We need to hustle to Sector One.”
 
   “Right, that’s what Carlyle said,” Stanford responds. “But I’d like to stop at the Bell Tower anyway. Give us a chance to scope the area before we move on. Those explosions aren’t something I want to run into blind.” He chuckles to himself. “Blind. Like the crazies.”
 
   “You’re not as funny as you think,” Clank says. “None of this is funny. DTA could be hurting bad down there.”
 
   Stanford turns on him quickly. “I know that, Mate Withers,” he snaps. “But there is nothing I can do about that right this second. We get the captives secured and send them with Carlyle and half my Team up to the Stronghold like Lafferty wants. The rest of us go to the Bell Tower and assess from there.”
 
   They walk through the hospital entrance and a red-faced man comes stomping up to Stanford.
 
   “What the fuck is this about abandoning the reclaim site and trolleying back up the mountain?” Boyd Manners shouts. The head of Reclamation Crew Eight, Boyd is almost as large as Clank, but a good twenty years older. “We have at least a few days more work. I bail now and my crew doesn’t get their full pay and rations. That won’t go over well and most of them will jump ship to one of the other crews as soon as they get the chance. You have any idea how hard it is to get a crew working right? Do you?”
 
   “Fuck off, Boyd,” Stanford says, putting his hand squarely on the man’s chest. “Shit has met fan and we are getting you out of here before you catch any of the blowback.”
 
   Boyd looks down at the hand. “You think you can take me, Lee?” He gives a quick laugh. “Everyone watched you get your ass beat by a guy half my size. Look at your face, man. You wouldn’t last three-”
 
   The last word ends in a high-pitched squeak as Stanford’s knee nails Boyd in the groin. The huge man clamps his hands over his crotch and falls to the floor. He’s curled up in a fetal position and retching as Stanford steps over him.
 
   “Nice talk, Boyd,” Stanford says. “When you can breathe again, you’ll want to gather your crew. We are evacing your asses in ten minutes.”
 
   “Dude, way harsh,” Junior says. “You gotta learn to use your words, Ford.”
 
   “TL Lee,” Stanford smiles, wagging a finger, “don’t make me remind you again, Junior.” He grins and points. “Chow is there, water there. Help yourselves. I have a Team to chat with before we move out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A twitchy young man, barely able to grow a full beard, stands before Stanford, his eyes darting left and right.
 
   “Tommy? Focus, brother,” Stanford says. “Can you do what I need you to?”
 
   “Sure, sure, no problem,” Team Mate Tommy “Tommy Bombs” Leister says. “How many you want? One trolley? Two?”
 
   “I want all of them,” Stanford says. “Once we get RC Eight loaded up with the salvage and our folks, then whatever trolleys are left, you’ll rig to blow.”
 
   “All of them, Ford?” Team Mate Breena Lang asks. “Why the fuck do you want to blow all of them? That means we all hump it up the mountain. Sure you don’t want to leave one?”
 
   “I’m sure,” Stanford says. “And it’s TL Lee, Breena. Come on, you guys have to remember that.”
 
   “Not happening,” Team Mate Carlito Schuemaker says.
 
   “Nope,” his twin sister, Carlotta Schuemaker agrees. “Ford is as good as you get.”
 
   “The disrespect,” Stanford says smiling. “I like it. It’s a page out of my playbook.”
 
   “Who’s going with the trolleys?” Team Mate Margo Horton asks. “The ones you don’t intend to blow.”
 
   “I should get to work,” Tommy Bombs says, his right eyelid twitching. “Gonna need a few things to make it work. All at once, Ford, or one at a time?”
 
   “One at a time,” Stanford says. “That way, you can set them off as needed.”
 
   “I won’t be able to see them,” Tommy Bombs says. “I’ll be on a trolley going up the mountain.”
 
   Stanford smiles wider.
 
   “Oh, come on, Ford,” Tommy Bombs says, shaking his head back and forth. “I gotta stay? No, man. Not cool. Not cool.”
 
   His right arm begins to shake and he has to hold it with his left to keep it still.
 
   “How the fuck did you get put in charge of demolitions?” Lang asks.
 
   “It soothes me,” Tommy Bombs says. “Only thing that stops the shaking, you know? Calming. Peaceful.”
 
   “Fucked up,” Lang replies.
 
   “How are you splitting us up?” Team Mate Shep Wilcox asks. Tall, but not overly muscular, Shep would have been the perfect strong forward for a college basketball team. But those don’t exist anymore. “I’m going deep, so who’s going up?”
 
   “Thanks, Shep,” Stanford says. “Way to step up.” He looks at his Team. “Volunteers? I’m not going to ask any of you to go deep if you don’t want to. It sounds like DTA has already hit the shit. Whatever we’re dealing with is nasty or there wouldn’t be eleven hundred frags going off.”
 
   “I’m deep,” Lang says. Average height and size, Breena Lang is known for one thing amongst the Teams. She’s faster than most Runners. She shoves the red bangs out of her eyes and nods at Shep. “You and me, big guy. We’ll fuck ‘em up and shit in their mouths.”
 
   “I’ll let you do the shitting,” Shep says. “I’ll just do some fucking up.”
 
   “Twins?” Stanford asks. “Up the mountain or deep into Denver?”
 
   They look at each other and nod. “Mountain,” they say together.
 
   “Mom’s due any day,” Carlito says.
 
   “We want to be there when the baby is born,” Carlotta adds.
 
   “Jesus,” Stanford says. “You need to tell your parents to keep it in their pants. We could populate all of Colorado with the Schuemakers.”
 
   “Amor runs strong in our family,” Carlotta shrugs.
 
   “The Schuemakers are lovers and fighters,” Carlito says. “Whatcha gonna do?”
 
   “Then you’re going deep, Horton,” Stanford nods to Margo. “Everyone has five minutes to get their gear. Twins? You make sure Tommy Bombs gets everything wired before you hop on a trolley. That means the DTA Mates and their captives will have to be the last trolley up.”
 
   “You don’t want us to escort RC Eight?” Carlito asks.
 
   “No, they can handle things on their own,” Stanford says. “I’m putting priority on the captives. They have to get back to the Stronghold. I trust Lafferty and if she’s freaked then I’m freaked.”
 
   “Boyd’ll be pissed,” Carlotta says.
 
   “It’s a risk, but Boyd is such a rotten asshole I don’t think a Z will come within a mile of him,” Stanford says. “Any Zs attack and they’ll be safe in the trolley cages. I want Mates with the captives. If you get attacked, it’s going to be humans, not Zs. You’ll need all the firepower you have.”
 
   “Understood,” the twins reply.
 
   “Any questions?” Stanford asks.
 
   “How’d you get to be TL again?” Lang smiles. “You didn’t fuck your way to the top since the Commander is your mom.”
 
   “Fuck you, Breena,” Stanford says.
 
   “You wish,” Lang replies.
 
   “Not really,” Stanford says. “Wrong hole.”
 
   Hawks walks up to the Team and nods at each Mate.
 
   “What’s up?” Stanford asks.
 
   “Junior and Clank are going deep with you,” Hawks says. “But I’m going up the mountain. The kid likes me and I think it’ll help keep him calm.”
 
   “Pretty sure Lafferty’s orders were for you three to head back in with us,” Stanford says. “I’d rather have you with me. We’ll need you.”
 
   “I’ll switch out,” Carlito says. “She goes up instead of me.”
 
   “What about your mom?” Stanford asks.
 
   “Stronghold first, right?” Carlito shrugs. “Sucks, but whatcha gonna do?”
 
   Stanford scratches the stubble on his chin and frowns. “Fine. Switch. But Carlotta is in charge, Hawks. You watch the captives and she watches your ass. Do what she says, cool?”
 
   “I’m Alpha,” Hawks protests.
 
   “And I’m a TL giving you a direct order,” Stanford snaps. “You want to switch it up or not, Hawks?”
 
   “Right, sir,” Hawks grimaces. “Sorry, sir.”
 
   “Good. Everyone get to it. Five fucking minutes. No more.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You hear that?” Horton asks as the Team steps out into the night. “Hey, TL?”
 
   “Hold on,” Stanford says, holding a hand up as he takes a serious chewing out from Boyd.
 
   “You fucking asshole!” Boyd shouts in his face. “You’re job is to protect my RC! Now you’re leaving us on our own? What the fuck, Lee? Have you gone crazy?”
 
   “You heard the explosions,” Stanford says. “You saw the eyeless nutjobs DTA brought. Crazy is what’s going down right now. Get your RC up the mountain. Schuemaker and Hawks will be with you every step until you hit the trolleys. There’ll be jocks at each switching station, so it’s not like you’re all alone, you big baby. Man up and deal.”
 
   Stanford starts to turn away and Boyd reaches for him then thinks better of it.
 
   “TL!” Horton shouts. “We have company!”
 
   “What the hell, Horton?” Stanford says. “Keep it down, will ya? You’ll bring every Z in a ten block radius to us.”
 
   “Too late, boss,” Shep says, his M-4 up as he slowly backs towards the hospital. “I think we need to get inside and lock down, sir. No one’s going anywhere.”
 
   Stanford doesn’t even ask and raises his own carbine, his eyes scanning the darkness. All around him, the hustle and bustle of the RC getting ready to bug out stops dead. Every single person drops what they are doing and turns towards the sound. And as the sound gets closer they realize Shep is right.
 
   Scary right.
 
   “Fuck,” Stanford snarls. “Inside! Everyone inside now! Lock it down! Barricade every first floor door and window! We’ve got a herd, people!”
 
   A cacophony of moans, groans, and shuffling feet fills the air all around them. Wide, empty lots line the other side of West 84th Avenue across from the hospital, making it easy for everyone to see the massive size of the herd as the thousands of undead move into the dim light of the fire barrels set outside and around the front entrance of the hospital.
 
   “DTA! You are inside with the RC and your captives! Go now!” Stanford orders. Hawks, Clank and Junior don’t hesitate and help get everyone and their gear through the front entrance.
 
   “You coming, Ford?” Hawks asks.
 
   “Nope,” Stanford says. “Lock it down and don’t worry about us. We’ll get in after we slow this herd down.”
 
   Hawks nods and is lost in the semi-panicked crowd of RC workers.
 
   “What are you thinking, boss?” Shep asks.
 
   “Tommy Bombs,” Stanford says. “What do you have for me?”
 
   “What do you need?” Tommy Bombs asks, his nervous eyes on the approaching herd.
 
   “Whatever will turn 84th into a crater,” Stanford says. “Can you blow me a moat?”
 
   “Don’t we need water for that?” Horton asks.
 
   “Nope, just need a big pit,” Stanford says.
 
   “I can do that,” Tommy Bombs says. “But we better hurry.”
 
   “I’ll watch his back,” Lang says. “You guys watch mine.”
 
   “We got ya,” the twins say.
 
   Tommy Bombs and Lang grab up the packs of explosive that were going to be used on the trolleys and run to the far side of 84th. As soon as Tommy Bombs unzips the first pack, all shaking and twitching cease. A cool calm comes over him and he starts to rapidly, and systematically, pull out canvas wrapped hunks of putty then detcord.
 
   Jamming the end of a piece of detcord into one hunk, he sets it on the ground, playing out the cord and walking a few paces to the left. He carefully counts his steps, and then drops a second hunk. He continues down the line, keeping the cord from tangling, and drops four more hunks of putty.
 
   “Anytime now, Bombs,” Lang says. “As soon as I open fire, they’ll come rushing. That will be bad.”
 
   “I understand herd behavior,” Tommy Bombs replies, hustling back to the packs and grabbing up more hunks. He starts laying them down, mirroring the placement to the left. “I also understand proper placement of explosives. TL wants a moat and he’s going to get a moat.”
 
   “Okay, good,” Lang says. “Just do it faster.”
 
   “Fuck you, Breena,” Tommy Bombs replies as he drops the last hunk. “Now grab the packs. We have the other side of the road to prep.”
 
   They move the remaining packs to the hospital side of 84th and Tommy Bombs continues his work. When he’s finally finished, the herd has just reached the first part of broken and weed covered pavement across from them. Tommy Bombs checks his connections and unspools a long line of detcord, backing up towards the hospital.
 
   “Ready?” he asks, looking over his shoulder at Stanford and the rest of the Team.
 
   “Ready,” Stanford says as Lang runs up and crouches down with the rest of DTB Two.
 
   “Cover your ears,” Tommy Bombs says.
 
   He affixes the end of the detcord to a blasting cap, which he then attaches to two small, thin wires. The wires he spools out, until he’s backed up to the rest of the Team. He quickly twists the ends of the wire into contacts on a small hand crank. Crouching low, he turns his back to the road and cranks the handle fast.
 
   It takes less than a second for the current of electricity to travel through the wire to the blasting cap. The cap explodes, triggering the detcord which also blows. The entire length of cord up and down 84th goes up at once. The concussive blast buffets the Team and they all hunker down tight as chunks of pavement fly up into the air then come down in a shower of asphalt and dirt.
 
   “Fuck,” Horton says. “I can’t hear a fucking thing.”
 
   “What?” Lang shouts.
 
   The Team stands and looks out at the wreckage that was once a street, but is now a fifty-yard long, dust shrouded trench. Stanford nods and pats Tommy Bombs on the shoulder.
 
   “Good work,” he yells.
 
   “What?” Tommy Bombs says.
 
   Stanford just gives him a thumbs up. He looks at the rest of the Team and points at the twins, motioning to the left. They take off running, carbines to their shoulders, and their eyes on the wall of dust before them. Stanford points at Lang and Horton, and motions them to the right. They move out, ready to take down the Zs that get through.
 
   Turning to look towards the entrance, Stanford sees the RC is busy shoving everything they can get their hands on against the front doors. Movement all along the windows tells him they are being secured also. He can just make out Hawks inside, barking orders before an ancient steel desk is lifted up and blocks his view.
 
    “Take a knee, boys,” Stanford says. 
 
   Shep does so immediately while Tommy Bombs just stands there his eyes watching the dust as it begins to settle and thin. Stanford smacks him on the back, making the guy jump. He points to the ground and Tommy Bombs nods, setting his pack down and picking up his M-4.
 
   They all wait, ready for the first wave to get through the trench. Only fools would think a trench, no matter how jagged and deep, could stop a herd the size of the one coming at them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Everyone to the stairwells!” Hawks orders, coughing from the massive amount of dust billowing in through the shattered glass and piles of debris barricading the front entrance. “That herd is too huge to be held back long!”
 
   “How’d she get to be in charge?” Clank asks Junior.
 
   “I don’t know,” Junior replies, shrugging. “But she’s doing a fine job.”
 
   “That’s true,” Clank says. He looks down at the unconscious and bound woman at his feet. “Ugh. Here we go again.”
 
   He bends down and lifts her up over his shoulders. 
 
   “Wanna trade?” he asks.
 
   “Nope,” Junior says, hefting Marshall up. “I’m good.”
 
   “Fucker,” Clank says then looks for Hawks. He gives a loud whistle and she turns. “We’re heading up, you coming?”
 
   “I’ll bring up the rear,” Hawks says. “Get to the third floor and secure the captives. Be nice to the kid, okay?”
 
   “No prob,” Junior says. “Don’t hang down here too long. If any of these RC folk lag, then give them a boot in the ass.”
 
   “Got it,” Hawks nods. “Get going.”
 
   Junior and Clank turn and go with the flow of people heading into the first stairwell. They wind their way up to the next landing then the next. A few of the RC start to open the hall door.
 
   “Third floor, morons!” Clank shouts. “Can’t you count?”
 
    A few choice words are directed his way, but he shrugs them off, worried more about his back giving out than some dirty looks from reclaims. They keep heading up the stairs and they finally get to the door with a faded red “3” painted across it. Through the door and out into the hallway, Junior and Clank move in the opposite direction of the crowd and look for a side room they can occupy.
 
   “Ditching us just like Lee and his Team did, eh?” Boyd says. “We’re just expendable to you people. The RCs are nothing but grunts in your eyes. Do our work, break our backs, and be happy about it.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Boyd,” Clank snaps. “We’re separating the captives from your crew. Trust me, that’s a good thing.”
 
   “Whatever you say, asshole,” Boyd says and hurries off, barking orders for his people to barricade doors leading to all the stairwells on that floor.
 
   The two Mates carry the captives into one of the rooms down the hall. Clank tosses the woman onto the first bed while Junior tosses Marshall onto the second.
 
   “Use the straps?” Junior asks, fingering the cracked leather buckles hanging down from the rails of Marshall’s bed. “I’m worried the kid’s gonna lose circulation in those hands. There are ankle straps too for the woman.”
 
   “If we need to get out fast those straps will be a problem,” Clank says. “Leave them tied with the cord. If the kid’s hands turn purple then loosen them a bit.”
 
   “Hey, kid?” Junior asks. “You gonna be a problem if I loosen your cord? I fucking hope not. I have zero problem cracking your skull, if you make a move.”
 
   Marshall mutters something under his breath.
 
   “What’s that?” Junior asks, leaning in. “Speak up.”
 
   Again, Marshall mutters. Junior just shakes his head and walks away, over to Clank who is busy looking down on the scene below.
 
   “Fuck me,” Junior says as the dust from the explosion dissipates in the breeze. “They don’t end. How the hell did a herd get that big?”
 
   “All the ones we saw on the way to the Bell Tower must have merged into a mega-herd,” Clank says.
 
   “Seriously?” Junior says. “I’ve never seen them do that before. They’d have to have one single target that draws them together to join up like this. Can’t be the hospital, the RC knows to keep it as quiet as possible. And Sector Fifty-one has been pretty clear for months.”
 
   A quiet giggle comes from behind the men. Junior and Clank turn to see Marshall sitting up in the bed, his head moving back and forth, back and forth.
 
   “What the fuck you laughing at, freak?” Clank asks.
 
   “Hey,” Junior says. “Be nice, man. He’s just a kid.”
 
   “A kid that nearly choked out Bobby,” Clank says. “What’s so funny, kid?”
 
   “Oh, you know,” Marshall says. “Your deaths.”
 
   “What?” Clank asks, frowning. “Kid, you need to get a better sense of humor.”
 
   “Dead, dead, all of you dead,” Marshall says in a singsong voice. “Stupid soldiers all in a row.” He twists his body so they can see his hands. He lifts his thumb and points the index finger of his right hand at the two men. “Bang, bang, bang. Down you fall. Stupid soldiers, we kill them all.”
 
   “Okay,” Junior says. “You can call the freak whatever you want, man. That shit is fucked up.”
 
   Gunfire erupts below and Junior and Clank spin around, their eyes watching as DTB Two opens fire on the Zs. The herd hasn’t breached the trench, but the dust has cleared enough for Stanford, Tommy Bombs, and Shep to start whittling down those still pushing forward from the other side.
 
   “Now I wish I had my M-4,” Clank says, patting his 9mm. “This baby isn’t going to be much use if we have to get down in that.”
 
   “I can crack the window and start picking off Zs from up here,” Junior smiles. “I didn’t give up my carbine.”
 
   “Don’t rub it in, dude,” Clank says. “And save your ammo. DTB Two gets overrun and we’ll need every round to get them inside or to shoot our way out.”
 
   “You won’t need any of them,” Marshall says. “Dead men can’t shoot.”
 
   “Listen, you little fuck, I’ve had about enough of your crazy bullshit,” Clank says, turning back to Marshall. The boy is up on his feet, hopping up and down on the bed. “And sit your ass down! You fall and you’ll crack your fucking skull open, dumbass!”
 
   The boy doesn’t stop jumping, instead he gets more and more chaotic, jumping from one end of the bed to the other, back and forth, over and over. Giggles and shrieks of joy escape his lips with each bounce.
 
   “Fine,” Clank says. “If you won’t stop, then I’ll stop you.”
 
   He stomps over to the bed and reaches out, but Marshall jumps easily out of his way.
 
   “Knock it off, you fuck!” Clank yells.
 
   Marshall just keeps giggling and jumping. Clank reaches for him again and misses. Then before he can even track it, the boy’s right foot flies out and cracks Clank across the jaw. The big man spins about and grabs his face, bending over and spitting blood onto the floor.
 
   “You little fuck!” Clank shouts, wiggling a loose tooth with his fingers. “Now you’re getting a beat down!”
 
   But Clank doesn’t get the chance as Marshall leaps from the bed right onto Clank’s hunched over back, using the man as a bridge and jumping onto the woman’s bed. The force sends Clank to the floor and his face smashes into the ancient, institutional tile found in every hospital, school, and municipal building across the land.
 
   “Holy fuck!” Junior yells. “Clank? You cool?”
 
   “No, I’m not fucking cool,” Clank moans from the ground. “Snap the shit’s neck and I’ll get to cool.”
 
   “Bad move, kid,” Junior says. “I kinda liked you for a second. Felt sorry for your crazy ass left alone in this fucked up world.”
 
   “Alone?” Marshall says, spreading his arms wide as he stands over the woman’s body. “I’m never alone! I’m the Thirtieth Code Monkey! There are many more of us! More than enough to kill you all!”
 
   Junior blinks at the fact that the kid has his hands free. He reaches for the 9mm strapped to his own hip, but the kid is so much faster that he barely has it out of the holster before Marshall jumps and plants both feet dead center in Junior’s chest. All of the air rushes from the man’s lungs and he stumbles backwards, his arms pin wheeling, his back smacking up against the window. His head hits the glass hard and stars fill his vision.
 
   “Fuck,” he says, trying to bring the 9mm pistol up, but finding the world swimming before him with several versions of the laughing kid standing and getting back up onto the many beds that split from each other. “You little…fuck.”
 
   Marshall stops laughing, tenses his legs, and leaps.
 
   Before Junior can move, he is hit again in the chest, his body shoved against the window. The sound of glass breaking reaches Junior’s ears, but the second attack stuns him worse than the first and all he can think about is the pistol that has slipped from his grip and fallen to the floor.
 
   “My…gun,” he grunts as a he feels blood flowing from his scalp and down the back of his neck. “My fucking…gun.”
 
   He reaches down for it, but catches a foot across the cheek, spinning him away from the window and down to one knee. Junior has to plant both hands on the floor to keep from completely collapsing. He watches as drops of blood splatter next to his fingers, each one bursting into bright techno colors as they hit the floor.
 
   “You’re fucking dead!” Clank yells as he pulls himself up by the woman’s bed. “I am going to so snap your little fucking neck myself!”
 
   He gets to his feet and rushes the kid, but Marshall ducks under Clank’s arms and darts away. As Clank spins about, he comes face to scarred face with the woman, who is no longer on the bed, but standing right in front of him. She shakes the remnants of the cord loose from her wrists and ankles, and smiles.
 
   Clank sends a right cross at her head, but she dodges the blow and returns it with her own, catching him on the chin. He stumbles back, almost tripping over Junior, but is able to keep his footing. He doesn’t get much chance to recover though, as the woman’s left foot snaps his head to the side. Her left fist nails him in the gut and he doubles over as her knee comes up, shattering several teeth in his mouth. 
 
   Clank tries to get control, but the woman doesn’t stop, nailing him with kicks and punches until he’s forced up against the window.
 
   “You don’t call Marshall a little fuck. You should be more respectful,” the woman says as her foot hits Clank right in the chest. “Maybe you’ll learn it on the way down.”
 
   The window shatters and Clank has to grab onto each side to keep from falling out.
 
   “He didn’t leave,” Marshall says.
 
   “He will,” the woman replies as she crouches, grabs Clank’s ankles and lifts
 
   The man can’t stop the momentum and his heavy torso pulls him out the window as his legs are flipped up into the air. Not being able to see, neither Marshall nor the woman move forward to watch as he falls end over end three stories to the asphalt below. And the noise from the battle outside is too much to hear the crunch and thunk his body makes as it bursts open on impact.
 
   “What…did… you do?” Junior asks, still unable to get up, his head a whirling dervish of pain. 
 
   “I’ll show you,” the woman says as she grabs Junior by the collar and pulls him to the window.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The first body leaves Hawks stunned. The second that falls only moments later leaves her reeling.
 
   She wants to back away from the barricade, but her training won’t let her and she moves forward, climbing onto the unsteady pile of broken furniture and cast off supplies. Her heart hits her throat when she sees the mangled bodies of Clank and Junior outside on the pavement. Her eyes turn to DTB Two, still firing at the herd that has started to claw its way up out of the trench. With the endless gunfire filling the air, Stanford, Tommy Bombs, and Shep have no idea two of their Mates lay behind them, piles of broken bone and ruptured flesh.
 
   No time to bother with the dead, Hawks slides down the barricade to the floor, shoulders her carbine and sprints towards the stairwell.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What the fuck are you looking at?” Boyd says as he turns and faces the woman that has come walking quickly up to him. He’s holding a lit candle that he’s been using to light tapers set inside sconces that once burnt with electric light. The flickering light illuminates her face fully and his eyes go wide at the lack of hers. “Shit fuck…”
 
   The knife stabs hard into his gut and is yanked even harder up to his chest, splitting him open from belly to ribcage. He lets out a quiet moan and looks down at the intestines spilling out around the hand holding the blade. Looking back up, his mouth opens, a question formed, but only blood comes out from between his lips.
 
   The woman pulls the knife out and lets Boyd fall to his knees, his own innards uncoiling through his fingers as he clutches at the massive wound. She places her foot on his shoulder and shoves. Boyd falls quickly, dead before his back hits the floor.
 
   “Oh, my God!” a man yells as he sees what’s just happened. “She fucking killed Boyd!”
 
   “Boyd,” the woman says, rolling the name around on her tongue, tasting the pleasure of knowing who she’s killed. 
 
   Her head turns back and forth in an almost hypnotic fashion, like a cobra coaxed from a basket.
 
   “What’s wrong with her eyes?” someone asks.
 
   Marshall moves out from behind her and grins at the crowd of people he can’t see.
 
   “We are Code Monkeys,” he says. “Two of the chosen to keep the legacy of the Codes going.” He takes a short bow. “I’m Marshall Rosado, Thirtieth Code Monkey. My good friend is Skye Lawrence, Twenty-fourth Code Monkey. We have come to kill you all and preserve the sanctity of the Code.”
 
   “Don’t fight and it will be clean,” the woman, Skye, says. “Fight?” She gives a non-committal shrug of her shoulders.
 
   “Are they blind?” a person asks.
 
   “They can’t see us,” another states.
 
   “We can fucking take them!” a third shouts.
 
   As soon as the RC starts to move forward, Skye stops weaving her head back and forth. She cocks it one way then slowly moves it the other, as if her neck is made of clockwork gears.
 
   “They didn’t listen,” Marshall says sadly.
 
   “They never do,” Skye replies.
 
   The two blind Code Monkeys step casually over Boyd’s body, ready to meet the crowd surging at them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Almost out!” Shep yells.
 
   “Me too!” Tommy Bombs shouts.
 
   Stanford empties his magazine, ejects it, slams his second to last one back in, racks the slide, but doesn’t open fire. From the right, came Lang and Horton, firing on the run. From the left came the twins doing the same. The Team regroups as a few hundred Zs crawl over each other to get out of the trench and at the meat before them.
 
   “Right flank is gone,” Lang says, catching her breath.
 
   “Left too,” Carlito states. “They’ll be on us in thirty… What the hell?”
 
   Everyone turns the direction he’s looking and sees the bodies of Clank and Junior splattered on the pavement. Clank’s corpse is mush, but Junior’s starts to twitch as his eyes pop open, showing them the dead grey color of a Z.
 
   “How the fuck did that happen?” Stanford asks.
 
   Above them, glass shatters and a man comes flying out of a third floor window, screaming all the way down. He smashes on top of the burnt out wreck of an abandoned ambulance, his scream cut short instantly.
 
   “TL?” Horton asks.
 
   “We move,” Stanford says. “Get to a defensible position and hunker down until the herd passes.”
 
   “What about Boyd and his RC?” Carlotta asks.
 
   Another man is flung from the window above and they watch as he lands almost on top of the first. Their attention is drawn to the shape of someone standing at the window looking down at them. Or maybe not precisely looking.
 
   “Is that…?” Tommy Bombs asks. “That’s one of the captives.”
 
   “We move now,” Stanford says, raising his M-4 towards the window, but Skye fades back inside before he can pull the trigger. “By the time we get in there, they’ll all be dead.”
 
   “Every person counts,” Shep grunts.
 
   “And we always remember,” Stanford says. “But we can’t exactly do that if we’re dead ourselves, can we?” He slings his carbine and tightens the strap. “Let’s go! Put up your guns and save your ammo!” He pulls a long knife from his belt. “NOW!”
 
   The Team all take off around the side of the hospital, each trying to ignore the cries of pain and fear as people are thrown to their deaths.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She can hear the screams of the dying before she gets to the third floor landing. By the time she’s in front of the door, it’s as if the screams are right next to her. Taking a couple of deep breaths, Hawks grabs the door handle and throws the door wide, stepping into the hallway, her carbine moving side to side. Gorge fills her throat, but she swallows it down as she looks upon the scene before her.
 
   No one is left standing. The floor is covered by crying, moaning, pleading people, all clutching mortal wounds. Blood is splashed against the walls like paint. Body parts are strewn here and there; the smell of urine and excrement fills the hall.
 
   Moving through it all, his back to Hawks is Marshall, skipping and dancing from person to person, a knife in his hand, slashing throats as he goes, adding to the already unfathomable amount of blood.
 
   Then he stops and turns his head slightly so Hawks can see the left side of his face.
 
   “Oh,” he says. “It’s you.”
 
   “What have you done?” Hawks asks, her words steady and measured. Any semi-maternal feelings she had for the boy are long gone. All that remains is cold professionalism. “Why?”
 
   Marshall turns all the way around, reaching out and slicing a woman from ear to ear. His scarred eye sockets face Hawks and he sighs.
 
   “I’ve already explained it to them,” he says, flicking the knife this way and that, sending droplets of blood here and there. “You missed it, but if you come here I’ll tell you.”
 
   “Drop the knife,” Hawks says. “Just put it down. I don’t want to kill you.”
 
   “Yes, you do,” Marshall says, taking a step towards her. “You want to kill me bad. Even through the stench of blood I can smell it.”
 
   He takes another step.
 
   “Stop,” Hawks says. “No more warnings.”
 
    “I know,” Marshall says as he bares his teeth.
 
   Hawks pulls the trigger just as Marshall breaks into a run. The kid twists to the side as the bullet just passes over his shoulder. He tucks his other shoulder and uses his momentum to dive into a forward roll. His small body tumbles across the wounded then comes up, leaping forward into another roll as Hawks fires again and again, just missing him each time.
 
   When her carbine clicks empty, Marshall is standing right in front of her, a sad smile on his face. His knife plunges into her just below her sternum and he jams the blade up into her heart. One beat, two, then a struggling third and Hawks’ life is done. He pulls the knife free and gives her a shove, sending her falling onto the floor, her corpse covering the body of a struggling, whimpering woman.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “There,” Stanford shouts, pointing at one of the old administration buildings separated from the hospital by a wide parking lot. “We get in and onto the roof. Then hunker down and wait.”
 
   The Team all follow as he sprints towards the derelict building that has already been gutted for salvage. The windows along the first floor are broken and the front door hangs from one hinge.
 
   DTB Two hurry into the deep darkness of the admin building. Blocked from the light of the burn barrels in front of the hospital, it takes a second for their eyes to adjust. They leap over a reception counter and move through the rows of old cubicles where endless amounts of paperwork were processed and filed on a daily basis.
 
   In the far corner is a door with a cracked, plastic sign next to it indicating the stairwell. Stanford gets to the door, but stops before pushing it open. The unmistakable groans of Zs can be heard on the other side.
 
   “When was the last time this building was cleared?” he whispers to his Team.
 
   “Don’t know,” Horton replies. “The reclaim crews stripped this building a long time ago. I don’t think it’s been in the rotation for years.”
 
   Stanford can see by the state of the shredded drywall that all the wiring is gone. He nods and looks back at the stairwell door.
 
   “On three,” he says, gripping the handle. “One, two, three!”
 
   He shoves the door inward and jams the blade of his knife through the eye of the first Z that comes at him. He keeps pushing forward, shoving the dead Z back while pulling his knife free. Shep follows behind and stabs the next Z while Lang is right on his tail, taking down a third. 
 
   The door is all the way open and a dozen Zs stumble down the stairs towards the Team. Stanford changes tactics and starts grabbing the Zs and tossing them to the side, letting his Team end them with precision stabs to their skulls.
 
   It only takes two minutes from when Stanford opened the door until the last Z falls. The twins double check the corpses to make sure each blow was fatal then give Stanford a confirming nod.
 
   “The roof,” Stanford says and takes the steps two at a time until they get to the very top landing.
 
   Nodding to his Team, they repeat the same process again, but luckily, there are no Zs on the roof as they rush through the door.
 
   “Clear,” Lang says, checking the north corner.
 
   “Clear,” Shep responds from the south.
 
   “Clear,” Horton says from the east while Tommy Bombs gives a thumbs up from the west.
 
   The twins tear apart a large AC vent that sticks up from the roof. They bend the sheet metal over a few times then wedge it into the very bottom of the stairwell door. Carlotta pulls some cord from her pack and ties it around the door handle as Carlito takes the other end and doubles it through a set of pipes sticking out from the wall. The two siblings check each other’s work then nod to Stanford.
 
   The Team all move to the side of the roof and look down at the massive amount of Zs that begin to surround the hospital. They watch as a window is broken and more and more bodies are tossed to the ground, sending the Zs into a feeding frenzy at the edge of the parking lot. Lang and Tommy Bombs gasp when Hawks’s corpse is added to the fodder. Horton starts to say a prayer, but Stanford holds up his hand, stopping her words.
 
   Across the parking lot, from a third floor window, two sightless forms look out into the night, their attention turned due south. After a moment, they withdraw and Stanford lets out the breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.
 
   “I have first watch,” he whispers. “Everyone else? Grab some sleep. Schuemakers? Second. Tommy Bombs and Shep have third. Lang and Horton take last. Ninety minutes each and no more. Do not let your eyes move from that hospital. I want to know if those blind fucks leave.”
 
   “We can’t see the other side,” Carlotta says. “They could sneak out that way.”
 
   “They could,” Stanford agrees. “But did you see the way they were looking? They’re waiting for something else. And I have a feeling we’ll see it when it gets here.”
 
   “How can they be looking anywhere?” Horton asks. “They don’t have fucking eyes!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Stanford scolds. “And with these fucks I don’t think eyes matter. They wiped out RC Eight, which is incredible in of itself, but to take out three DTA Mates?” Stanford shakes his head. “There’s new players in Crazytown, y’all. And I don’t intend to assume anything about them from here on out.”
 
   “TL,” Shep says. “Look.”
 
   At the very back of the main hospital building, a door creaks open.
 
   “Carlyle,” Stanford grins. “That wily son of a bitch.”
 
   The Runner looks left then right, nods to himself, and takes off running. The team loses sight of him quickly as he turns a corner behind another admin building, but Stanford knows the direction he’s heading.
 
   “He’ll warn the Stronghold about what’s coming,” Stanford says.
 
   “You think the herd is heading that way?” Carlito asks.
 
   “I would bet my rations on it,” Stanford says. “Now everyone get some sleep. I’ll wake you if I need to.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hours later, a nudge of a boot brings Stanford awake instantly. Any other morning and he’d be pissed off, but as he gets to his feet and surveys the scene below, he’s grateful that the nightmare he had been gripped in is gone. Unfortunately, the nightmare before him isn’t much better.
 
   “They’ve pretty much thinned out,” Horton says. “All that’s left are the broken ones fighting over bones and scraps.”
 
   “Where’d they go?” Stanford asks as he stretches and watches the sun rising across the Plains to the east. “Up the mountain?”
 
   “Yeah,” Lang says. “Right for the Stronghold. They’re moving slow now that they’ve fed.”
 
   “That’s the whole RC down there,” Shep says, his eyes watching a small pack of stragglers hiss at each other over a femur. “I counted. The whole fucking crew plus Hawks.”
 
   “Fuck,” Stanford says. “Grab gear and let’s go.”
 
   “Where, TL?” Tommy Bombs asks. “We can’t get up the mountain without running into the herd.”
 
   “Yep,” Stanford says, “which is why we’re moving deeper into Denver. We have a meeting to make at the Bell Tower.”
 
   The Team all stare at him as if he’s lost his mind, except for Shep who is nodding in agreement.
 
   “TL?” Carlotta says. “This isn’t one of your better plans. We need to get behind that herd and help when it hits the Stronghold.”
 
   “Carlyle is the best Runner we have,” Stanford says. “He’s almost to the Stronghold by now. He’ll warn them and they’ll be ready. We have to find DTA. If any are still alive, they’ll be at the Bell Tower. We’ll be a stronger force with them than without.”
 
   “Down,” Shep hisses and the Team instinctively ducks.
 
   They watch over the ledge as several figures come out of the early morning shadows and walk towards the hospital. The Zs see them and start to move closer, but the figures just weave their way through the straggling zombies with ease as if they were avoiding something as innocuous as mud puddles. The side door of the hospital opens, and Skye and Marshall come walking out. Without a word to the newcomers, they all turn and start marching north, following the herd, heading straight for the Stronghold.
 
   “Head count,” Stanford says.
 
   “Thirty-four,” Shep replies, “including the woman and the boy.”
 
   “Concur?” Stanford asks.
 
   He gets agreement from all the other Mates.
 
   “Two of those fucks killed three Mates and an entire RC,” Stanford says. “Anyone else feel uncomfortable about looking for backup at the Bell Tower?”
 
   No one speaks up or argues.
 
   “Good,” Stanford says. “Then let’s put some hustle in our day. I want to rendezvous with DTA and start back towards the Stronghold ASAP. That means we have a march ahead of us.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” DTB Two all say.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven- Past The Point…
 
    
 
   The dawn lights up the red brick of the Bell Tower and Val has to shield her eyes from the brightness, having been subjected to the gloom of the night for so long.
 
   “No pyre,” Cole says. “Just like the last ones.”
 
   “The fucks probably killed the Runner in there too,” Anna Lee snarls. “Murderous fucking fuck fuckers.”
 
   “Lafferty ordered Carlyle not to light the pyre,” Val says.
 
   “Why the hell not?” Cole asks.
 
   “She had her reasons,” Val shrugs. “And a good thing because every pyre from Sector One to here is manned by dead Runners and sentries. Probably saved Benji’s life up there by it being dark.”
 
    “Benji…?” Cole wonders aloud. “Oh, the guy Ford took home the other night? Seemed kinda bitchy.”
 
   “He is,” Val says. “But he doesn’t scare easy, which is good. Maybe he was able to hold out and they passed him by.”
 
   “Then why can’t I see him up there?” Anna Lee asks. “Protocol is to keep watch at all times, even if you’re the only one.”
 
   “Good question,” Cole says as the three Mates stand at the edge of the commons. “Let’s find out.”
 
   The trek from the edge of Denver to the Bell Tower had been fairly Z free, but it was slow going as Val, Cole, and Anna Lee had to make sure they weren’t spotted or followed by any of the blind crazies. A three hour march became a five hour duck and dodge journey. By the time they hit the campus of Colorado Heights University, all three of them are spun from exhaustion and nerves.
 
   They move from tree to tree, keeping as much cover as possible as they continually scan their surroundings, looking for danger hidden in every bush, lurking in every shadow, waiting just ahead behind the next tree. But nothing jumps out at them as they skirt the commons, move around the back of the Bell Tower, and quietly give the knock on the door.
 
   It’s several minutes before the proper response is given and the three Mates all look at each other, wondering what the delay was. They put their M-4s to their shoulders and step back as the door is unbolted, unbarred, and swings open slightly.
 
   “Please tell me there’s an army of you,” Benji says as he looks around the edge of the door and sees the three Mates. “Oh, great, a trio. Close enough, right?”
 
   “Why weren’t you watching from the Bell Tower?” Anna Lee snaps. “I didn’t see you up there.”
 
   “Look who’s all business,” Benji sneers. “Way to stick with regulations.”
 
   “Let’s get inside and discuss the details upstairs,” Cole says. “I’m done being out in the open.”
 
   They move to the door, spinning about and scanning the area to make sure they aren’t being observed, then slip through as Benji slams it closed and sets all the bolts, bars, and chains.
 
   “I wasn’t where you could see me because it would be like hanging a sign and telling all the crazies I’m open for business,” Benji says. “Even if the fuckers are blind.”
 
   “You know they’re blind?” Val asks as they make their way up the stairs. “You’ve seen them?”
 
   “Yeah, I have,” Benji replies. “A huge herd of Zs came through only minutes after DTA left. I watched it stream by in wave after wave, all heading south towards Sector One. Largest fucking swarm of zombies I’ve ever seen in my life, believe me. As soon as it passed, I was thinking of getting the fuck out of here and running back to the Stronghold.” He holds up a hand before any of the Mates can protest. “Obviously, I didn’t so don’t get all duty this and duty that on my ass.”
 
   “Okay, you didn’t turn chicken,” Cole grimaces. “Good for you. So why hide from blind people?”
 
   “Because I watched as the pyres started going out,” Benji says. “One by one, they went dead. I could tell that it wasn’t our people doing it. As you know-” He looks at Anna Lee. “-there’s a timing to extinguishing pyres. One goes out, five count, then the next, five count, then the next, and so on. These just started dying randomly. No rhythm or rhyme to it. That spelled trouble to me.”
 
   “Doesn’t explain the blind people,” Cole says.
 
   “It does, because once the last pyre went out, I saw them,” Benji says. “Sneaking around down there like fucking coyotes. If I had had the pyre lit, I would have missed them, which is probably what killed the others. But I’d been sitting in the dark for hours and my eyes were sharp.”
 
   Benji shivers and crosses his arms across his chest. 
 
   “Ugh, they were like reptiles slithering along in the night,” Benji says. “I almost missed them at first, but one moved far enough into the grass that I saw him. Then I spotted the others. They were all just standing there, looking up at me. Fucking creepy.”
 
   “How do you know they were blind?” Cole asks. “No way you could have seen that in the dark.”
 
   “Okay, okay, I got freaked and started to run,” Benji says. “I made it downstairs and decided to scope them from one of the main floor windows. I wanted to see their spacing and get a good count before I threw open the door and took off.”
 
   “At least you fucking can admit you’re a fucking coward,” Anna Lee says.
 
   “Like you try to admit you’re a human and not a heifer in drag,” Benji says.
 
   “I’ll fucking cut you, you fucking prissy cunt!” Anna Lee snarls.
 
   Val steps in front of her, placing both hands on her shoulders.
 
   “Not worth it,” Val says. “And we’ll need him as a Runner.”
 
   “Oh, I’m just good for my legs, is that it?” Benji asks.
 
   “Shut up and keep talking,” Cole growls. “You aren’t making friends, buddy. And friends are what you’ll need to get your ass back to the Stronghold alive.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” Benji sighs. “So I’m at one of the main windows and all of a fucking sudden, this crazy looking dude walks by like a foot from the glass. I was too startled to gasp, which probably saved my life, because he almost walks by then stops, his head turning like left and right over and over. Then the fucker looks right at me and I can see even in the dark that his eyes aren’t there. The lids were all sunken in and it looked like the skin around his eyes was puffy and crusty.”
 
   “That’s them,” Val says. “So he didn’t catch you. What next?”
 
   “He stared at me for like five minutes,” Benji says. “And I mean he stared at me. No eyes, but he was looking, for sure. I didn’t move and I barely even breathed. After five minutes, he kept going. Soon after, they all left.”
 
   “Which way?” Cole asks.
 
   “North,” Benji says. “They all went north. I could tell they’d been the ones driving the herd south, but they didn’t follow. As soon as the herd was out of sight, they turned around and went north.”
 
   “Shit,” Val says. “So they’ve probably gotten to the hospital by now.”
 
   “Hospital?” Benji asks. “Oh, right, DTB Two. That’s Stanford Lee’s Team, right?”
 
   “It is,” Val says, rolling her eyes. “But let’s not get into that.”
 
   “Good lay, but a shitty host,” Benji says. “No breakfast. Didn’t even offer coffee.”
 
   “Thoughts?” Cole asks, ignoring Benji. “We have blind crazies going north, probably moving the next herd up towards the Stronghold.”
 
   “Then we fucking go after them,” Anna Lee says.
 
   “No, we wait,” Val responds. “This is the rendezvous point for DTA. If there are others, then they’ll meet here. We’re going to need numbers.”
 
   “We don’t fucking know if any are alive,” Anna Lee frowns. “Sounds like a fucking long shot to me.”
 
   “Fucking A,” Benji nods, getting a glare from Anna Lee. “Don’t give me a look, Sasquatch. I’m agreeing with you. I’d like to get out of here right the fuck now, please.”
 
   Cole goes to the windows and shields his eyes from the rising sun.
 
   “We stay for two hours,” Cole says. “If they don’t get to us by then we head out.”
 
   “Two hours may not be enough,” Val says.
 
   “Two hours is plenty,” Cole says. “We got here, didn’t we? If anyone from DTA is still left alive then they’ll be here within two hours.”
 
   Val sighs, but nods in agreement.
 
   “Good,” Cole says. “Benji? You’re on watch. We need some shut eye.”
 
   “Watch?” Benji grumbles. “I’ve been on watch all night.”
 
   “So two hours more won’t hurt then,” Cole smiles, throwing his pack down and grabbing a spot on one of the couches in the room. “If DTA Mates don’t show up then wake us up in two. And don’t nod off.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The man stops, turns his head to the side then moves along, walking casually down the middle of the street, his body pointed due north.
 
   Tiny D keeps her hand up, fist clenched as Duster crouches a few feet back by a corner building, his hand pressed to his side while he simultaneously watches Tiny D and scans the area, making sure there aren’t more crazies around. During their harried flight from Sector One, they’ve had to dodge half a dozen of the blind ones, after learning the hard way what one of them can do.
 
   Duster pulls his hand away and looks down quickly. He frowns at the blood smeared across his glove, but is glad it’s not as much as had been there earlier. The bleeding has slowed and he’s pretty sure the knife wound is more superficial damage and pain than anything mortal. At least he hopes so.
 
   The man in the street continues walking for a couple of blocks, then turns right and is lost behind a crumbled apartment complex. Tiny D does a silent count to ten then lowers her fist and glances over her shoulder. Her eyebrows raise and Duster gives her a nod. They both stand and slowly make their way up the street, the sun starting to rise behind them.
 
   When they get to the corner, the man turned at, Tiny D raises her fist again and they stop. She takes two soft steps and peers around the edge. 
 
   The blow comes hard and fast and she’s sent flying backwards, tumbling from the cracked sidewalk and into the street itself.
 
   “Fuck,” Duster snarls and steps to the side, his carbine up. “Come on out, asshole. I have you covered.”
 
   The man rolls from around the corner and in the split second it takes Duster to lower his aim, the man is already at him, kicking and knocking out Duster’s legs.
 
   The Mate lands hard on the ground and the attacker clambers up over him, raising a fist then bringing it down fast, cracking Duster in the jaw then the nose then right between the eyes. If the guy had eyes, Duster would have thought they were wild with madness, but he doesn’t, so Duster just feels the madness in the tension of the man’s body and the brutality of each hit.
 
   “Fuck off!” Tiny D says as she cracks the blind man across the temple with the butt of her carbine. 
 
   He tumbles off Duster, scrambling away until he can push up to his feet and take off running. Tiny D is almost reluctant to pull the trigger as she places the butt of her M-4 firmly against her shoulder. But she sights down the barrel and gently squeezes off two shots. Both hit him squarely in the back of the head and a spray of blood, bone, and brain mushrooms out in front of him as he collapses to the pavement.
 
   “You good?” Tiny D asks, her carbine and eyes still trained on the blind man, not assuming anything. “Duster? You good?”
 
   Duster rolls over and pushes up on his hands and knees. He blows snot and blood out his nose, wipes his face with the back of a glove, then gets to his feet. He slowly wiggles his jaw then nods at Tiny D.
 
   “Good,” Duster says. “Fucker can hit, though.”
 
   The two Mates cautiously walk to the corpse. Tiny D pushes it over with her boot, her finger resting on the trigger of her M-4.
 
   “I’d say you got him,” Duster grins which turns into a grimace. “Fuck. I think he cracked my jaw. Bastard.”
 
   The man’s face is nothing but an obliterated chunk of flesh and teeth. No distinguishing feature is left except for one empty eye socket. Duster kneels next to the corpse and studies the lines of scabs and cuts that ring the socket. He pulls his knife and sets it by one of the lines then by another. He shakes his head as he stands.
 
   “They do this to themselves,” Duster says. “See how the slashes pull down and to the side?” He puts his knife close to his eye and mimics the motion. “Like that. Someone didn’t do it to them. These crazy fucks cut themselves.”
 
   “Fuck, you’re right,” Tiny D says, her attention drawn back to the street and just how exposed they are. “At least the daylight doesn’t make a difference.”
 
   “Better for us,” Duster says. “They have the advantage at night.”
 
   “How the fuck do you think they fight so well?” Tiny D asks. “It really is like they don’t need eyes.”
 
   “Do you?” Duster asks as they move over to the cover of a building and work their way up the street, eyes watching every possible hide a crazy blind fuck could be waiting in. “Think about it. How many moves do you plan ahead when you fight?”
 
   “I don’t,” Tiny D says. “Training kicks in and I just move.”
 
   “Same with them,” Duster says. “They probably start early. Maybe at birth. You grow up without eyes, and learn to kill without eyes, and you don’t know you have a disadvantage. Who knows how many people these fucks have killed? Think of the refugees that don’t make it to the Stronghold. I’m willing to bet they’re their training.”
 
   “That’s a lot of guesses there, Dust,” Tiny D says.
 
   “That’s all any of us have right now,” Duster shrugs. “Guesses.”
 
   She looks at the bloodstain on the side of his uniform.
 
   “You gonna make the last leg of this hump to the Bell Tower?” she asks.
 
   “Do I have a choice?” Duster grins and immediately grimaces. “Fuck my side, it’s my jaw that really hurts. Won’t be eating roasted nuts in the commissary for a while.”
 
   “None of us will if we don’t live through this,” Tiny D says. 
 
   “Way to brighten the morning, TD,” Duster says. “Thanks.”
 
   They keep their steady, careful pace towards Colorado Heights University, senses on high alert for more freaks of the eyeless kind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Zs press him up against the concrete wall and it’s all Alastair can do to keep them from tearing through his uniform and getting at his juicy flesh.
 
   “A little help!” He shouts as he shoves one back, stabs another through the eye, and knees one in its mushy groin, which has zero effect. He pulls back his knife, slashes the desiccated throat of another all the way to the spine, loses his knife as it sticks between two vertebrae, then has to shove the first one back again as it comes at him once more. “DIAZ!”
 
   “Got my own problems, Al!” Diaz yells, busy clubbing the brains out of a Z with the butt of his carbine. “Be there when I can!”
 
   “Fuck!” Alastair yells. “I die and I’m haunting you, asshole!”
 
   “We’ll be haunting each other if we don’t get out of this horde!” Diaz yells back, ducking his shoulder and letting two Zs roll over his back. 
 
   He kicks one in the head and then brings his heel down on the other’s face, sending putrid brains squirting out the thing’s ears. The first one tries to claw at Diaz’s ankle, but he drops a knee through the Z’s skull, obliterating its head.
 
    His carbine only a few feet away where it was knocked from his hands, Alastair gauges the distance, and the amount of Zs, between himself and the M-4. It has a full magazine and all he has to do is figure out how to get from where he is to the weapon without being the bottom of a Z dog pile. He thinks his options through, doesn’t like any of them, but decides to go for it.
 
   Crouching low when in a group of Zs is not the best plan. It usually means they can get on top of you, overpower you with their weight, and then it’s only a matter of time before they rip you apart. These thoughts go through Alastair’s mind as he crouches low and starts throwing punches. 
 
   The first punch glances off a Z’s hip, spinning the undead woman to the side. His second punch tears right through a Z’s belly, moving through the rotten innards as if they are made of mud. He feels the thing’s spine and grips it as he pulls his fist back, snapping the Z in two. He doesn’t waste a second and punches through another belly, tearing out another spine.
 
   Torsos fall from legs, and Zs start to snarl and claw at Alastair’s feet, but he doesn’t give two shits. His only focus is to create enough room to shoulder through and get to his carbine. He stomps on rotten fingers as he takes down another and another, shaking off Z hands as they try to tangle in his hair. A funny thought about how he’d meant to shear his scalp before deploying to Denver runs through his mind, but he lets it go and decides the time is right to make his move.
 
   His shoulder down, he slams into a Z, then straightens somewhat and runs forward, using the thing as a battering ram to push through the others. Five feet, four feet, three, two, one, he drops and rolls, lifting up his carbine and taking aim. Rotating on one knee, moving counterclockwise, he empties all thirty rounds in the magazine, then stands as he ejects it and slaps in a fresh one. A mental tally tells him he has only two full mags left in his vest.
 
   “Nice shooting,” Diaz says as he slams a Z’s head into the pavement over and over until the skull cracks like an egg and spills its bloody yolk. “Still want to haunt me?”
 
   “Nah,” Alastair says, looking at the dead Zs that litter the street. “I couldn’t look at that ugly face for eternity.” He watches as Diaz keeps pounding the Z’s skull into the street. “Uh, you about done there?”
 
   “Stress relief,” Diaz says. One more smack. “And done. I sure feel better.”
 
   He picks up his carbine, stands, and looks at all the Z corpses. “Better these fuckers than the blind fucks.”
 
   “I hear that,” Alastair says. The sun cresting over one of the buildings hits him right in the eyes and he squints, pulling a pair of battered sunglasses from his vest. He puts them on and sighs. “That’s better.”
 
   “Got an extra pair?” Diaz asks, pulling his own pair from his vest. The glasses are twisted and bent with one lens cracked down the middle. “Old buddy, old pal?”
 
   “Nope,” Alastair says. “But keep a look out.” He nods at the fronts of the buildings around them. “I’ll bet there’s a pair in one of these old shops.”
 
   “Like this block hasn’t been picked through already?” Diaz says. “Not worth the risk of getting jumped in there. I’ll squint.”
 
   Alastair retrieves his knife from the Z he took down and the two Mates go from Z to Z, stabbing those in the brain that didn’t get stilled by bullets to the head. Done with stilling the zombies, they work their way up the street, eyes watching doorways and broken windowpanes, waiting for the next attack.
 
   All night, they battled their way, block by block, stabbing and shooting Zs while fighting, and mainly running, from the occasional blind crazy. It didn’t take long to figure out that the blind were way more dangerous than the undead. Not something either of them would have thought to discover in their lifetimes, but evidence is evidence and they each have the wounds to prove it.
 
   A rag is cinched around Diaz’s thigh, wet with blood, showing where a blind crazy had jumped out at him with a machete before Alastair could shoot the guy in the head. Alastair’s cheeks have long, deep furrows in them that have stopped bleeding, but look raw and red. The nails on the bitch he’d had to kill were deadly sharp, but not as sharp as the blade he put in her gut and jammed all the way through to her spine. He’s more worried about infection from what may have been under those nails.
 
   They make it a few blocks before they come to South Santa Fe Drive. Across the four lanes is an old warehouse store, the parking lot of which would have normally been filled with milling Zs, since they tend to congregate in places that meant something in their old lives. Malls, schools, bars, clubs, the Zs go there and no one can figure out why. The ghost of memories looping through rotting synapses is the theory.
 
   However, the parking lot only has a handful of Zs this morning as Alastair and Diaz crouch walk their way across Santa Fe to the side of the burnt out Costco. The building had been one of the first places survivors flocked to for supplies in the weeks that followed Z-Day. The reality is more people died at greedy human hands than by hungry Z teeth.
 
   Checking the spacing of the Zs, Alastair nods to Diaz then runs from the cover of the building, zigzagging through the empty husks of old compacts and pickup trucks, keeping the Zs from getting a bead on his direction. He reaches the far side of the wide parking lot, turns, and takes a knee, his carbine up to cover Diaz.
 
   Without missing a beat, Diaz follows, going a different route than Alastair, keeping away from the Zs that spotted the first Mate. Groans and hisses follow him through the cool, morning air, but Diaz doesn’t look back as he reaches Alastair and the two men leave the lot and run through the overgrown grass of the Broken Tee Golf Course.
 
   In its prime, the golf course didn’t have much for cover, being just open areas of meticulously cut grass and tended sand pits. Now huge oaks dot the landscape, surrounded by random groves of pines that have taken root. The Mates turn this way and that, taking in every detail of their surroundings they can. Careful not to be taken by surprise by a stray Z, the men cover each other as they approach one grove, then move to another and another until they’re at the edge of the South Platte River.
 
   An old bridge meant for golf carts is just yards away, but Diaz holds his hand up then points. Alastair looks that way and frowns, and then nods as he sees the shape sitting just underneath the bridge by the side of the river. They watch the shape for a minute and both shake their heads.
 
   Not a Z.
 
   Whoever it is, they are obviously wounded as the person rocks back and forth, clutching a leg.
 
   Alastair looks at Diaz and shrugs. Diaz shrugs back and points. Alastair frowns and shakes his head. Diaz taps Alastair’s sunglasses and smiles. Alastair lowers his sunglasses and glares, then pushes them back and sighs. He rolls his shoulders, sets his carbine, and moves from the shade of the pines, walking slowly towards the person. 
 
   When he’s within about ten yards, the person, obviously a woman, stops rocking and turns towards Alastair. Even shadowed by the bridge, Alastair can tell there are no eyes in the woman’s face. He is about to pull the trigger, not wanting to take a chance with the crazy, but he stops as sunlight that reflects off the river hits something white sticking from the woman’s thigh.
 
   He inches closer and closer, but the woman doesn’t budge. The shadow of the bridge falls over him and he pushes down his glasses, studying the nasty, bloody break in the woman’s leg.
 
   “I can still kill you,” the woman growls.
 
   “I’d like to see that,” Alastair says then backtracks. “No, no, actually I wouldn’t. How about you lift your hands from your leg?”
 
   “No,” the woman says. “I’ll die.”
 
   Alastair studies the way she’s holding her thigh and realizes she’s not doing it because of the pain, which he’s sure there is plenty, but in order to keep pressure on the break. She lets go and she’ll probably bleed out in only a few minutes, maybe seconds.
 
   “I have a compression bandage in my pack,” Alastair says. “It’ll keep you alive.”
 
   “You should kill me,” the woman says. “Save me and it’s your death.”
 
   He holds up his hand and gestures for Diaz to come forward. In seconds, the man is at his back, turning and watching their six, making sure they are covered.
 
   “What’s the hold up?” Diaz asks. “Take her down.”
 
   “She’s wounded,” Alastair says. 
 
   “Point being?” Diaz asks.
 
   “That maybe she’ll answer a couple of question without trying to rip our heads off,” he replies.
 
   “I will not speak to you,” the woman says. “You don’t deserve the Truth.”
 
   “Oooooh, I heard the big T in that sentence,” Diaz says. “Capitol letters always mean there’s a story, Al. maybe we should ask some questions.”
 
   “Why are you attacking us?” Alastair asks, as he moves directly under the bridge, but still a couple feet out of the woman’s reach.
 
   “You attacked us,” the woman says. “Left us for dead. But we rebuilt, we trained harder, grew stronger, and now you cannot stop the Code Monkeys.”
 
   “That’s what the kid called himself,” Diaz says.
 
   “Yep,” Alastair said. “You a friend of Marshall? The, uh…”
 
   “He is the Thirtieth Code Monkey,” the woman says. “I am Tamara Bolling, Eighteenth Code Monkey.”
 
   “What the fuck is up with the Code Monkey shit?” Alastair asks. “It’s weird, lady. Are you a cult or what?”
 
   “We are a people sworn to keep the Code,” Tamara spits.
 
   “And we are a people sworn to keep our heads, but you fucks seem to want to rip those off our shoulders,” Alastair answers. “Why? Answer me that and I’ll give you the compression bandage. Why are all of you blind Monkeys coming at us?”
 
   Tamara cocks her head, moving it back and forth, as the Code Monkeys do.
 
   “Not all the blind deserve the honor of the Code,” Tamara says. “Many train a lifetime, but are not worthy of the language of the Code to be inscribed upon their flesh. While some are born and it is instantly known that, they will be great and powerful as the blade takes their eyes. The Code is a burden, but it is the highest burden a human being can carry.”
 
   Her head stops moving and here empty sockets find Alastair. 
 
   “We were all that stood between you and the Final Destruction,” she whispers. “And you came and killed us and raped us and made us hide, but we have risen. We are back! And we have deemed you all unworthy of being saved! The Codes will be united and the Final Destruction will not be stopped by us, but wrought by us! In the end, you will all suffer for what you have done!”
 
   “Lady, I haven’t done shit,” Alastair says. “All I want is to get back to-. HEY! STOP!”
 
   He falls onto his knees and claws at his pack for the med kit inside as the woman pulls her hands from her thigh and bright red blood begins to pour from the break.
 
   “Fuck,” Alastair swears as he opens the kit and yanks out the compression bandage made from old tires and hemp. 
 
   He moves forward, but Tamara swipes at him, a jagged rock clenched in her fist. He’s able to pull his head back, the rock just missing his nose, and he lashes out with a left cross, nailing her in the temple. It dazes her enough that he can move in, slam an elbow into her face twice, stunning her more, and begins to wrap the bandage around her leg. Every time she moans, he nails her with his elbow, keeping her docile.
 
   The bandage is instantly soaked through with blood, but Alastair keeps working, getting it all the way around her leg and tying it tight. He reaches up and checks her pulse, but it is slow and barely there. Then after a few seconds, it stops altogether. The woman slumps over and her shirt raises up just enough for Alastair to see the bottom scars on her back.
 
   “Help me get her shirt off,” he says to Diaz.
 
   “Seriously?” Diaz asks. “Dude, we have more important things to do, like getting the fuck to the Bell Tower, than you getting your jollies off with a dead chick’s tits.”
 
   “No, you sick fuck,” Alastair says. “I want to see her back. Give me a hand, she’s fucking dead weight.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” Diaz says and slings his carbine. He kneels next to Alastair and helps roll the woman over, pulling her shirt up over her head. “Ah, Jesus, look at that shit. Same as the kid and that other woman.”
 
   Alastair reaches into a side pocket on his pack and pulls out a pad of rough paper held together with twine. He fishes out a thin piece of charcoal and starts to sketch. Diaz begins to make a smart-ass remark about wanting a pic for later, but sees what Alastair is doing and decides to let it drop. He gets back up and resumes his position, keeping his eye on the golf course that surrounds them, watchful of movement whether Z or human.
 
   He has to start over twice, wasting precious paper, but he finally gets a good facsimile of the markings sketched. His eyes study the sketch, trying to decipher what they mean, but he can’t make heads or tails of it. Row after row of circles, some burned into the skin while others are slightly raised scars, looking like they are in groups of six.
 
   “Can we go now?” Diaz asks.
 
   “Yeah,” Alastair nods, making sure the charcoal won’t smear then puts the pad back into his pack. “We’re close, right?”
 
   Diaz points to the second half of the golf course. “Across there and then through that thing called a trailer park and we’ll be at South Federal. Only a couple miles to the Bell Tower after that.”
 
   “Good,” Alastair says. “Hopefully we won’t be the only ones. I didn’t like the sound of that Final Destruction shit.”
 
   Diaz shrugs. “Not something we aren’t used to,” he says, waving his hand at the world around them. “I’m pretty sure we’re already in the thick of it, but just don’t know it.”
 
   “As much as I admire the fatalism in the face of danger,” Alastair says, “I think she meant something else.”
 
   “Well, we can worry about that when we’re safe inside the Bell Tower,” Diaz says. “Right now, we need to worry about getting there.”
 
   “Hold on,” Alastair says as he pulls his knife and plunges it into the base of the woman’s skull. “Wouldn’t want her coming back, now would we?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hold up,” Duster says, staggering against the side of a fallen water tower. The sun has risen high enough to warm the metal and he places his forehead against it, feeling the soothing heat. “I gotta rest.”
 
   Tiny D comes back to him, having gotten quite a few feet ahead. She looks him up and down, noting the much wider spread of blood that has stained his uniform.
 
   “Zuni Street is just right there,” Tiny D nods. “A few blocks and we’ll be at Federal, then it’s home free to the Bell Tower, Dust. Suck it up and let’s move.” 
 
   She looks back the way they came and frowns at the line of Zs following. Those few not rounded up and enlisted in the mega-herds quickly discovered the trail of blood droplets Duster has been leaving in his wake.
 
   “We stay here and they’ll catch up,” Tiny D says. “And with how slow you’re moving, we can’t stay ahead of them for long.”
 
   “Sorry, TD,” Duster gasps as his fingers probe the wound. “I thought I was cool, but that last skirmish with those fucking Z kids must have ripped something. I can feel the wound tearing more with each step.”
 
   “Fuck that,” Tiny D says as she grabs his arm and drapes it across her shoulders. “You’re DTA, bitch. A little tearing wound can’t stop us, right? Just a mile. One mile and we’ll stitch you right up.”
 
   “You suck,” Duster says as he leans against her. “I’ll pay you back for this, man.”
 
   “Yeah, you will,” Tiny D laughs. “Because you’ll owe me, bitch. Big time.”
 
   “You should just leave me, ya know,” Duster says. “This shit is bad, I can tell. You can’t patch me up, TD. I’m bleeding too much.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up and walk,” Tiny D says. “Keep your eyes on the shadows. We’re gonna cross Zuni and then we’ll be back in the neighborhoods. Probably still Zs hanging out.”
 
   “Or more of those crazy fucks,” Duster says, stumbling along with Tiny D’s assistance. “More reasons to ditch my ass. No need for you to die too, TD.”
 
   “No one’s fucking dying, crybaby,” Tiny D says as they reach Zuni Street.
 
   She doesn’t like the open space they have to cross to get to the cover of the trees and houses on the other side, but there’s nothing she can do. So, with M-4 in one hand, and the other clamped around Duster’s waist, she helps him hobble along, turning her head left then right, watching, scoping, searching for any sign of trouble.
 
   They get to the other side of the street and she lets Duster collapse under a huge fir tree.
 
   “One minute,” she says. “Catch your breath while I scout ahead a little. I’ll be back in sixty seconds, cool?”
 
   He gives her a thumbs up and pats his M-4 that’s draped across his thighs. She frowns, nods, and then hurries off around the house the fir tree stands by. She watches her corner and sprints to the next house, waiting for a sign that they are being observed by anything. While it is highly unlikely, there is always the chance of a stray cannibal or bit of wasteland trash that’s made their way into the city and holed up. With the way the past couple of days have gone, Tiny D isn’t assuming anything.
 
   Zs, cannies, trash, or blind crazy fucks, she’s ready.
 
   She gets a few houses down and feels secure enough that the block is empty. Doubling back, she rounds the corner of the house to find the group of Zs following them has made some progress and is in the middle of Zuni.
 
   “Dust, no more resting,” she says, setting her carbine to the side so she can get his arm across her shoulders again. “Stop slacking and give me a little help here, will ya?”
 
   She squats and tries to get him to cooperate, but his arm just falls back to his side.
 
   “Dust?” she asks, studying his face. His features are completely slack and she reaches out, placing her fingers to his neck.
 
   No pulse.
 
   “God dammit, Dust,” she says. “You fucking pussy. How can you quit on me like that?”
 
   She closes her eyes and mouths a quick prayer before standing and retrieving her carbine. She pulls a knife and looks at it then at her carbine. She’d rather not waste a round, since she’s low on ammo, but she doesn’t want to stab him in the skull with her knife, stilling him like a common Z. He’s DTA and deserves to be sent off like a soldier, not like one of the shuffling monsters coming towards her.
 
   Tiny D looks over at the group of Zs that are only a few yards away. The one in front died young. It’s obvious from his height and the strips of rags that hang from his body. Some cartoon print is just visible on the remnants of his t-shirt. The woman behind him was important somehow, Tiny D surmises, looking at the shoes she’s wearing. In all the books, she’s read, and the faded magazine photos she’s seen, important women always wear shoes with heels. Although this woman is missing a heel and so is most of the left side of her body.
 
   “Time to go,” Tiny D says to herself and turns back to Duster’s corpse.
 
   His hand whips out as she starts to take aim with her carbine, and she finds her left leg yanked out from under her. Falling back onto her ass, the thing that was once Duster grabs her ankles and pulls her to him. Freshly turned, the strength of his muscles is not only still present, but somehow increased. She tries to break free of his grip, but no matter how hard she kicks, his hands are like manacles, shackling her to him.
 
   “Duster!” she screams. “No! Think! You’re in there somewhere!”
 
   It’s a ploy that has worked before. Scream the name of a freshly turned Z and about half of them pause, as if an echo of who they were remembers what they were once called.
 
   However, it doesn’t work with Duster. He keeps pulling, bringing her closer as he gets onto his knees and shuffles forward, his bulk leaning over her body. His mouth opens wide and he brings his head down, right for Tiny D’s belly. His teeth hit the material of her uniform, but they can’t penetrate the specialized material. Enraged at not getting the meal he so hungers for, Duster lets go of her legs so his hands can claw at her uniform.
 
   Legs free, Tiny D brings her knees up and under Duster. The man is larger than her, and is officially nothing but dead weight, but she is able to flex her legs and lift the back end of him up, giving her enough leverage to twist and dump him to the side. He snarls at her, suddenly finding his meal no longer within his grasp, and reaches out, his fingers snagging the braided hair on her head.
 
   She whips her head back and the braids slice through his hand, the steel barbs at the ends shredding his fingers, flaying the flesh open. Her right fist nails him in the jaw and she sees the bone snap loose under the skin, realizing he was right about it being broken. She feels bad for having given him so much shit over complaining about the pain. He must have been in agony. It was a wonder he could talk.
 
    The shot to the jaw gives her the split second she needs to scramble to her feet, grab her carbine and put two bullets in his head. The big man slumps to the ground, the blood that pools around him already half-congealed from the turning. Her chest is heaving and she can feel the adrenaline coursing through her system.
 
   Groans to her right are too close for comfort so she grabs Duster’s pack, slings her M-4, and starts running through the deserted neighborhood. She doesn’t look back, not even to gauge the distance she’s putting between herself and the group of Zs. She doesn’t want to see Duster’s body laying there face down, with blood everywhere.
 
   We always remember, but that’s not how she wants to remember the man that was more than friend and more even than family. He was a Mate.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His eyes flutter and his chin drops to his chest, but Benji fights the ever-increasing need to sleep, whipping his head back and slapping himself across the cheek a few times.
 
   “You’re gonna give yourself a concussion,” Cole says as he rolls off the couch and does a couple of quick push-ups before getting to his feet. He shakes his arms and legs, getting the blood flowing to his hands and feet. “I know Ford likes ‘em dumb, but not concussed dumb.”
 
   “Ha ha,” Benji says, pursing his lips. “How about you sit here so I can go take a piss? My bladder is raging mad at me right now.”
 
   “Whiz away, friend,” Cole says. “I would never stand between a man and a good, long piss.”
 
   Benji walks to the corner of the room and pops the lid off a white bucket against the wall. The smell of rancid, old piss hits him, but he ignores it as he empties his bladder. Normally, once the bucket is full, which is a few pisses off still, a Runner will take it a few blocks away to dump. Even though it’s not as enticing as blood, the smell of piss will still bring Zs towards it in hopes of finding a wounded meal ready for the feasting.
 
   “Can you fucking piss any louder?” Anna Lee says as she opens her eyes and sits up from the floor. “Jesus, you got a fucking fire hose crammed in your fucking jeans, or what?”
 
   “I’ve always been told that I’m powerful between my legs,” Benji says as he gives a shake and puts the lid back on. He turns and gives Anna Lee a wink and a smarmy smile.
 
   “Jesus, go dump that,” Val says, rubbing at her eyes. Her head feels foggy with sleep and her body is numb from exhaustion that only a couple hours of rest can’t begin to ease. “Smells like Ford’s apartment in here when you open that shit.”
 
   “Just piss,” Benji says, ignoring the request to dump the bucket. “Shit is over there.” He points at another bucket in the opposite corner.
 
   “Great,” Cole says, standing at the window, making sure he stays in the shadows. “And I thought I’d grab a book and have a leisurely crap, but I can’t concentrate on literature when people are watching me poop.”
 
   “Everybody poops, dear,” Benji says. “Grow up and deal.”
 
   “Don’t call me dear,” Cole says.
 
   “Whatever,” Benji sneers as he walks over to Cole. “There, all pissed out, you can sit your precious behind back on the couch.”
 
   “You have a lot of fucking lip for a fucking Runner,” Anna Lee says.
 
   “And you have a lot of fucking hair on your fucking lip for a woman,” Benji retorts. “Shave that squirrel off or your girlfriends are going to think they’re eating bush when they kiss you.”
 
   “You little fuck,” Anna Lee snarls as she closes on Benji, her fists clenched.
 
   “Whoa,” Benji says, holding up his palm. “Movement.”
 
   “Nice fucking try, fucker,” Anna Lee says, reaching for him.
 
   He gives her a shove back, surprisingly able to move the woman that is nearly twice his weight, and points out the window. “I’m not kidding, bitch,” he says. “Third tree from the front. See that? We have company.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Diaz and Alastair, shoulder to shoulder, move away from the shadows of the trees and hurry along the edge of the commons, turning this way and that, sweeping their M-4s, trying to cover all angles. They make it a few yards before a barely audible whistle rings out above. Glancing up, Diaz sees Cole at the top of the Bell Tower. He gives the man a nod and continues with Alastair around the building to the back door.
 
   The locks, bolts, and chains are already undone as they get to the door and it swings open. Val steps out, carbine up, and covers the men as they duck inside quickly. She backs up into the building and the door is once again secured.
 
   “Holy fucking shit,” Anna Lee says from the stairs. “Didn’t actually fucking expect to see anyone make it here.” She looks at Val. “My bad, girl. You were fucking right.”
 
   “But two hours are up,” Cole says as he comes down past her and shakes the two men’s hands. “We need to head north.”
 
   “No way,” Diaz says. “Duster, Tiny D and TL Lafferty are still out there.”
 
   “Not TL,” Val responds. “She didn’t make it from the platforms.”
 
   “Took out a fuck ton of Zs,” Anna Lee says. “Went out with honor.”
 
   “Well, Duster and Tiny D did make it from the platforms,” Alastair says. “I’m sure I saw them busting their asses back into Denver.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Cole says. “Time’s up.”
 
   “Time’s up for what?” Diaz asks. “TL said this is the rendezvous point. We wait here until TD and Duster show up.”
 
    “And if they don’t?” Cole asks. “Do we just keep waiting? There are crazies heading to the Stronghold with a mega-herd of Zs. That’s our priority.”
 
   “Code Monkeys,” Alastair says. “That’s what they are called. Like the kid said. Code Monkeys.”
 
   “But not all of them,” Diaz says, rolling his eyes. “Apparently, you have to prove how crazy you are before you get a stupid name like Code Monkey.”
 
   “How the fuck do you know this?” Cole asks.
 
   “I’ll tell you,” Alastair says. “But we wait a little longer for TD and Duster to get here, cool?”
 
   “We wait as long as we talk,” Cole says, gesturing to the stairs. “Upstairs. You can take a load off before we head out.”
 
   “You’re such a giving soul, TL Wright,” Diaz says, slapping him on the back as they turn and head up. “A real saint.”
 
   “Fuck off, Diaz,” Cole replies.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She doesn’t even stop when she hits the commons. Tiny D knows she should slow down and case the area, but the group of Zs on her tired ass are reason enough to take the risk.
 
   Having ditched the first group that had followed her and Duster, she stumbled across a whole new group just a block away from the university. She came around a corner and they were just standing there in an old apartment complex parking lot. None of them were moving, just staring up at the sky, or down at their feet. She skidded to a halt and was about to backtrack and circle around, when fatigue got the best of her and her foot slipped. She didn’t fall, but she had to put a hand out against a car and brace herself.
 
   A brutal Rube Goldberg string of events began and she watched in horror as things started to topple around her as the car she leaned against shifted slightly, knocking over a folding chair that had been set against its bumper. That chair knocked something else which knocked something else, and so on and so on.
 
   A mad dash past the group and Tiny D finds herself with a posse of Zs on her ass and only the drive of her will to push her on. She can actually feel her energy draining out of her as if a plug had been pulled. Stopping to assess the security of the commons? Not happening.
 
   Digging deep, she keeps running, her eyes focused ahead on the corner of the Bell Tower building. One hundred yards, ninety yards, eighty yards, seventy-five, seventy, sixty-five, sixty, fifty-eight, fifty five, fifty-two.
 
   Her knees buckle and she stumbles forward, one hand out to break her fall and the other holding her M-4. She tries to get back up, but her legs won’t obey. The long night of running and hiding, the fights with the crazies and the Zs, having to help carry Duster for his last few feet of life, all comes crashing down on her. 
 
   She rolls onto her back and struggles to sit up, but even that effort is almost too much. She does get into a sitting position and she takes a quick inventory of her ammunition and of the Zs that have reached the end of the commons. The math doesn’t work out. Too many Zs and too few cartridges. Pulling her 9mm from her hip, she sets that close at hand. If she’s careful with every shot, she may only have to fight two or three hand to rotten hand.
 
   “Gonna take all the fun for yourself?” Val asks from right behind her.
 
   She whips the carbine around, but it’s batted away.
 
   “No friendly fire, TD,” Cole smiles at her. “Kinda the first rule of a good Team Mate.”
 
   “Fuckhead,” she says. “Get me out of here.”
 
   “Gladly,” Cole says as he and Val each grab an arm and haul her up.
 
   They get her moving, although it’s more like a slow drag, and work their way around to the back door.
 
   “You are one lucky Mate,” Cole says. “Ten more minutes and we would have been gone.”
 
   “Duster?” Val asks.
 
   Tiny D shakes her head.
 
   “Shit. That sucks,” Val sighs. “Let’s get you upstairs so you can rest.” Cole starts to protest, but she gives him a look he knows well and he shuts up. “When you’re ready, we’re going north. Time to get home.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight- …Of No Return
 
    
 
   DTB Two hits the edge of Loretto Heights Park when Horton holds up her fist. They stop in their tracks and crouch low, eyes on the university ahead. Stanford creeps up next to her.
 
   “What you got?” he whispers
 
   “Two hostiles,” she responds.
 
   He scans the area, but doesn’t see any movement.
 
   “Up there,” she says and Stanford quickly realizes why she has the reputation of being the best point person in the Teams.
 
   Not on the ground, but crawling across the roof just below the Bell Tower are two people. Having gotten a good look at plenty of their friends, Stanford recognizes them as blind crazies in a second.
 
   “I’ll wager that means there are Mates inside,” Stanford says. “Not going to have a shot for long.”
 
   He takes a knee, rests his left elbow on his thigh, and sights down the barrel of his M-4.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding?” Horton asks. “You can’t make that shot from here. That’s 600 hundred yards at least, easy.”
 
   “Maybe with a sniper rifle, TL,” Carlito says at his side. “Not with an M-4.”
 
   “And they’re moving,” Lang adds.
 
   “I appreciate the moral support, folks,” Stanford says. “But put a little trust in your TL, will ya? I know what I’m doing.”
 
   Big breath in, slow breath out, squeeze and fire.
 
   The suppressed cough is lost quickly in the wind, but the sound that comes next isn’t.
 
   CLANG!
 
   “And you doubted me,” Stanford smiles as he stands up and starts running towards the campus.
 
   The two figures on the roof cry out in surprise as the long silent bell in the Bell Tower reverberates above them. One even takes its hands and clamps them to the side of its head, causing it to slip halfway down the roof before reaching out and grabbing onto the cracked and loose tile. The other figure just hugs the roof, shaking and quivering.
 
   “How do you think that sounded to a blind guy?” Stanford laughs as Shep and Carlotta flank him. “I’m guessing not so fucking great.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Son of a fuck!” Cole shouts, his M-4 aimed at the ceiling as the bell above continues to ring. “Diaz! Al! Up there now!”
 
   Recognizing that Cole is a TL, even if he isn’t theirs directly, the two Mates rush to the ladder, climbing up quickly and shoving open the trap door. Diaz, first up, hauls himself into the Tower proper and rolls to the side, his M-4 covering the area as Alastair follows him. They both grimace at the noise the bell still makes, but don’t let it distract them from making sure the place is secure.
 
   “Clear!” Diaz shouts.
 
   “Clear!” Alastair agrees.
 
   They circle around the bell, trying to figure out what set it off since there is no clapper inside or rope attached any longer. Diaz stands studying the bell, his back to the rear ledge, unaware of the hands that reach up and take purchase.
 
   “Are you shitting me?” Alastair whispers.
 
   Diaz looks over at him, seeing his mouth move more than hearing the words. He turns his head in the direction of Alastair’s gaze and nods with surprised understanding.
 
   When the figure pulls itself up over the edge, the two Mates are waiting for him.
 
   “Hello,” Diaz says and the man freezes in place. “You going to be a problem?”
 
   The man rushes towards Diaz, and Alastair puts two rounds in his forehead, splattering the ledge behind with blood and brains. The next set of hands that grab onto that ledge gain a grip for only a second and then slip away. Diaz and Alastair rush forward, watching the screaming man slide down the old tile roof, hit the broken rain gutter, and then fly off the edge, flipping through the air until slamming hard on the ground below.
 
   “Hey!” Stanford waves from below, just feet from the pulverized body. “Missed me!”
 
   “If I was trying to hit you with a falling body, I would!” Diaz yells, giving DTB Two a big smile. “Good to see you, Ford!”
 
   “First time anyone’s said that to me!” Stanford yells back. “You guys gonna open the back door or do we have to climb up like those blind monkeys?”
 
   “Code Monkeys,” Alastair says, looking down and nodding to the team.
 
   “Well, sounds like you have gathered intel,” Stanford says. “Open the fucking door and let’s share, shall we?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The back door swings wide and Stanford is surprised by who is standing there.
 
   “Hey, sexy,” Stanford says, giving Benji a wink.
 
   “Whatever,” Benji says. “Get your cute ass in here before you bring all the crazies down on us.”
 
   DTB Two hurries inside, most walking in backwards, carbines up, double-checking the area. They get upstairs, drop their gear, and greet all present. After a lot of back slapping and hand shaking the Mates all gather around. Once they settle in, Stanford gives them the bad news about RC Eight, Hawks, Clank, and Junior. As well as the north mega-herd and the blind crazies pushing it forward.
 
   “How do you want to run this?” Stanford asks Cole. “You’re the senior TL, but I have a Team still intact.”
 
   “I’ll take DTA,” Cole says. “Roll my people up into it. You keep your Team.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Stanford says. “Everyone cool with that?”
 
   The DTA Mates stand with their arms crossed, looking at Cole and Anna Lee.
 
   “Is that a no?” Stanford asks.
 
   “You don’t just roll up into DTA,” Diaz says. “It’s earned, not won by default.”
 
   “You have a better solution?” Cole asks. “Because chain of command needs to be solidified before we move out. No TL and it’s just chaos in the wasteland.”
 
   “What about Val?” Alastair asks. “She’s fresh from DTB, but now part of DTA. And let’s face it, folks, her mother was a legendary TL, before, you know. Val can be the bridge.”
 
   “Me?” Val asks. “Are you sure? I’m two days DTA. And I’ve never been a TL. I’m not qualified.”
 
   “But you’re DTA,” Tiny D shrugs. “Better than DTB running things. No offense, Ford, Cole.”
 
   “Oh, I’m offended,” Stanford says. “But I’ll get over it.”
 
   “This isn’t how ranking works,” Cole says, visibly upset by the suggestion. “Two TLs are here, two TLs should lead.”
 
   “Not to be an ass,” Diaz says. “But you led your Team to death. Track record not so hot, bro.”
 
   Cole moves towards Diaz, but Anna Lee gets between the men.
 
   “Fucking knock this cock fighting fuckshit off,” Anna Lee says.
 
   “God, you’re sexy when you talk, cuz,” Stanford says. “If we weren’t blood relatives, I’d take you now. Right here on the floor. Just rip that uniform off and show you how a woman should feel.”
 
   Over by the windows, staying out of the fight, Benji laughs, sees the look on Anna Lee’s face and then laughs harder.
 
   “Can we trade our TL?” Lang asks, smirking at Stanford.
 
   “I’ll do it,” Val says. “Not take Ford’s place, but take over for DTA.”
 
   “Cool,” Diaz says. “We got your back, rookie.”
 
   “This is bullshit,” Cole says. “Commander Lee will flip her fucking lid when she finds out. She will go fucking nuclear.”
 
   “That’s her problem,” Tiny D says. “I’m in.”
 
   “All good with me,” Alastair says. “Welcome to the command, TL.”
 
   Val nods then looks towards the window. “So what’s the plan?”
 
   “That’s your job, TL,” Cole sneers. “You tell us.”
 
   She looks at Stanford then at the rest of the Mates. “Well, way I see it, is we have to get up the mountain as fast as possible. There’s no way we can get in front of the herd or the Code Monkeys.”
 
   “Only some are Code Monkeys,” Alastair says.
 
   “Right, true,” Val continues. “But let’s just call them that from now on. Blind crazies isn’t working for me.”
 
   “Neither is that uniform,” Benji says. “Tighten the waist a little and bring in the legs, show off those calves.”
 
   “Honey, please be quiet,” Stanford says. “The men are talking.”
 
   “Bitch,” Benji says.
 
   “Smooches,” Stanford replies. The smart-ass look on his face drops and he is all serious. “Carlyle will stay ahead of the herd and warn the Stronghold.”
 
   “How the fuck can you know that?” Cole asks. “He could already be Z feed.”
 
   “You ever know Carlyle not to finish a run?” Stanford says. “He’ll make it. So we just have to be ready to provide backup when shit and fan kiss.”
 
   Cole looks around at the group. “Okay, how do we provide this backup? There’re only 13 of us.”
 
   “Unlucky us,” Carlito says, crossing himself.
 
   “They have a huge lead,” Cole continues. “It’s a four hour march to the Turnpike. From there, literally, it’s all uphill. The Stronghold will be completely under siege, if not breached, by the time we catch up. That doesn’t even consider if any of these Monkeys are waiting in ambush.”
 
   “Maybe we don’t have to march the whole way,” Val says, looking at Stanford. “Remember when we were twelve and my dad took us down the mountain?”
 
   “Yeah,” Stanford says, “scared the living fuck out of me. We get to the bottom and there’s a herd waiting, so instead of jumping out of the trolley to get in the line heading back up the mountain your dad… No way. Really?”
 
   “Suck my dick,” Cole says. “I remember that day. It took months to repair that part of the trolley system. He broke the whole switching station!”
 
   “But it’ll get us up the mountain,” Val says. “Fast. Too fast to be ambushed by blind Monkeys. We keep going until we’re at the top, then kill every fucking Z in our way.”
 
   “Gonna fill us in?” Shep asks. “I wasn’t here when you two were kids, remember? My family came off the Plains later.”
 
   “Anyone have a pencil?” Stanford asks. “I’ll draw this out and show you how it works.”
 
   “I’ve got this,” Alastair says, pulling the sketchpad out of his pack and digging under for the charcoal. He hands the charcoal to Stanford, his other hand holding the sketch of Tamara’s markings.
 
   “What’s that?” Val asks.
 
   Alastair looks down at the sketchbook in his hand. “Oh, I drew the markings that were on that woman’s back we ran into. I was hoping someone at the Stronghold could figure them out. Looks like a form of Morse code, but it’s not. No dashes, just all dots.”
 
   “May I?” Val asks, holding out her hand.
 
   “Sure,” Alastair says.
 
   “Coloring time can wait,” Stanford says. “Can we focus on the plan?”
 
   “Hold on,” Val says, looking over the sketch. “Groupings of six?”
 
   “Yeah,” Alastair nods. “So? That mean anything to you?”
 
   “These circles here,” Val says. “Were they dips in her skin?”
 
   “No, more like burns,” Alastair replies. “The solid dots represent the raised scars.”
 
   “Just like on the kid and that woman’s back,” Diaz says. 
 
   “God, I’m an idiot,” Val says, smacking her forehead. “How did I not see it before?”
 
   “Okay, fine, let’s get sidetracked,” Stanford says, crossing his arms. “Please, TL Baptiste, tell us what you have discovered.”
 
   “It’s Braille, dipshit,” Val says. “And I can read it. Feeling sidetracked now, cocksucker?”
 
   “Not a very good one, really,” Benji says.
 
   “Stay out of this!” Stanford snaps. 
 
   “I think we picked the right TL,” Diaz grins. “Girl can read Braille and shit.” He nods a few times then looks at everyone else. “What the fuck is Braille?”
 
   “It’s a form of writing for the blind,” Val says. “And my brother was blind. He would read to me and I just learned it by following along.”
 
   Val studies the sketch for a few minutes.
 
   “Don’t you have to feel Braille?” Tommy Bombs asks. “Like with your fingers?”
 
   “I wasn’t blind,” Val says. “So I could see the dots and learned what the letters were. Or in this case, the numbers.”
 
   “And?” Stanford asks.
 
   “It’s a code,” Val says. “The Code Monkeys actually have a code on their backs.” Her face is white and the sketch starts to tremble. She hands it back, but not before everyone notices.
 
   “And not the code to the lock box where Uncle Collin keeps his vintage porn collection, I’m guessing?” Stanford says.
 
   “No,” Val says. “It’s NORAD.”
 
   Everyone stares at her, understanding the shakes now. They’ve all heard of the legends of NORAD.
 
   “Like the NORAD that built the Silos?” Cole asks. “That’s for those old missiles, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Val says. “It’s a launch code, if I’m reading it right, not the activation code.”
 
   “So they need an activation code,” Stanford says. “And seeing as they are going to a lot of trouble to push a full assault on the Stronghold…”
 
   “Then they think they know where the activation code is,” Cole says, pointing at the forgotten piece of charcoal in Stanford’s hand. “Get to drawing, bad cocksucker. Let’s hammer out this plan and fucking march.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The lack of movement with the trolleys troubles the two winch jocks as they lean against the uphill line, waiting for a signal to start their jobs.
 
   “Looks like you guys get a break today!” another jock shouts from the downhill line, busy watching the gears and cables move as he lowers a trolley filled with Reclamation Crew Three. “I’d die for a fucking break!”
 
   The trolley filled with reclaims rolls ever downward then hits a dip and is lost from sight. It’s normal since the Turnpike is not a perfect slope, but a highway of ups downs, twists and turns. Using a series of pulleys, cables, and counter weights, the trolley system keeps supplies coming and workers going up and down the mountain all day long.
 
   Unless one side isn’t working and the other runs into a problem.
 
   The downhill jock stares at the cable in front of him, frowning at the way it starts to slacken.
 
   “Need some help, Jeff?” an uphill jock yells over to him. “Maybe the trolley got stuck on a rock. Better go fix that before the weights get fucked and the cable warps.”
 
   “Ain’t no rocks,” Jeff says. “I rode the line this morning. Turnpike is clear.”
 
   The cable slacks even more. Then the screams begin. The jocks all look at each other.
 
   “Go get a sentry,” one of the uphill jocks says. “Someone get a sentry!”
 
   However, none of them do. Instead, they turn and start running up the Turnpike, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the Z mega-herd that has just crested the hill. When the herd spots the fleeing meals, their groans and hisses turn into roars and growls.
 
   “Oh, fuck, man!” Jeff yells as he runs. “I left RC Three down there!”
 
   “Fuck them, man!” another jock yells. “They’re on their own!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Far off to the side of the Turnpike, having had to take a side trail, Carlyle stops briefly to take a couple lungfuls of air. But the precious air quickly leaves his chest as he gasps at what he sees a half mile back down on the Turnpike.
 
   Men and women are screaming as they sit trapped in a trolley, their progress blocked by the hundreds and hundreds of Zs that swarm around the cage. It had been a vehicle just seconds before, but was now no better than a crab trap on land.
 
   The Zs reach through the bars, their rotten skin sloughing off as they try to squeeze arms and hands between irons meant to keep Zs out. Unfortunately, as always with human beings, panic does not make for intelligence. Fear does not help with rational thought.
 
   Someone, some fool that believes reality doesn’t apply to him, unlatches the trolley door and tries to make a run for it. He gets exactly four feet before being taken down by the herd, his screams echoing up the ridge to Carlyle.
 
   The Runner doesn’t wait around to watch what happens, having seen this ending too many times in his life. He looks away, begins running up the trail, leaving the screams, and cries for help far below and behind him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “No! NO!” Jeff the downhill jock shouts, waving his arms at the trolley that’s coming towards him and the other two jocks. “Go back! GO BACK!”
 
   The RC in the trolley all stare at him as if he’s crazy. Far ahead up the mountain, a set of jocks keep the cables moving, lowering the trolley downhill.
 
   “Get out!” Jeff yells. “Just jump!” 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, boy?” a man asks, as the trolley gets closer.
 
   “Zs!” Jeff screams. “A HERD OF Zs!”
 
   The trolley passengers watch him for a minute, and then notice the other jocks aren’t even bothering to look over at them. Realization hits and they start to panic, each rushing for the cage door. In their hurry, people are jammed against the iron bars, cracking their heads, getting hands wedged between, crying in pain and surprise.
 
   “Jesus,” Jeff says as he keeps going, passing the trolley.
 
   The cage door is finally unlatched and people spill out onto the dirt covered pavement. But many are left inside, clutching broken limbs or unconscious. Blood starts to drip, drip, drip off the side of the cage, mixing with the dust and rocks on the ground, as the trolley continues its descent, the jocks above unaware of the horrors coming their way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s never a choice, and Carlyle knows it. As a Runner, your job is to get through your run and pass on your message. You don’t stop to help others; you don’t try to be a hero; you don’t waste time. In a society where electronic communication no longer exists, the Runners are the lifeline between the Stronghold and the world below.
 
   As more and more screams reach his ears, no longer as far down the mountain as before, Carlyle keeps telling himself that if he doesn’t ignore the wails and pleas, then the Stronghold will fall. And everything will be lost.
 
   He tells himself this. But it doesn’t help ease his own pain; the pain that fills his heart and soul as friends and neighbors die below him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Code Monkeys walk slowly up the hill, trailing the herd. When they get to the first trolley, only a couple of them pause to inspect the cage, making sure there are no lucky survivors. A man reaches out from between the bars, hoping to find help against the Zs that are busy eating his intestines, but the Code Monkeys do not acknowledge him. They wait patiently until he breathes his last breath. After a few moments, the body starts to cool and the Zs lose interest. They fumble about to find their way out of the cage, then fall to the ground, stagger back up, and continue on their journey uphill.
 
   Sightless, but ever observant, the Code Monkeys follow behind, making sure every last Z continues their march towards the Stronghold.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With DTB on one side and DTA on the other, the Teams cautiously march their way up Sheridan Boulevard, seeing the interchange with I-76 a mile or so ahead of them. Their nerves are fried, having already encountered six Monkeys just in the last hour of marching. There weren’t any for the first couple of hours, then the attacks started one by one.
 
   Diaz, taking point for DTA, risks a glance down at his leg, frowning at the stain on his uniform. The wound is superficial, at least he thinks it is, but it pisses him off it’s even there. They had just passed the old burned down amusement park by Lake Rhoda when two Monkeys came at them. The fuckers had been hiding by the front entrance, just waiting in the shadows of the ticket windows.
 
   The Teams took them down without a problem, but not before one got a good slice in on Diaz. The pain isn’t the issue as much as the embarrassment of taking a hit from someone called a fucking Monkey. That just irks him.
 
   Across the road, Shep has point for DTB. Personal well-being is the furthest from his mind. He could give two shits about himself and all he’s worried about is the fact he has a sweet little lady named Toni waiting for him back at the Stronghold. And there’s a herd of Zs shambling towards her.
 
   One of the older veterans of the teams, Shep is getting real tired of the fighting game and looks forward to getting out and just being a citizen. He’d never say this to his Mates, but he has a feeling some have caught on even though he keeps his private life private. He pictures Toni’s short, black hair, her deep set brown eyes, the way that one dress flits around her thighs in the breeze when the air is warm enough for her to wear it. His mouth twitches up in a sly smile as he thinks about what’s under that dress and how much he wants to just curl up with her body against his and leave the guns and killing behind.
 
   Right behind Shep is Stanford and he’s not thinking of himself or of the Stronghold. All of his thoughts are directed on the logistics of making the ascent up the mountain. In his head, he works through the sketches he and Alastair had made on the floor of the Bell Tower room. They tried to recreate as much of the trolley system as they could from memory. All of the pulleys, the counter weights, the different gears, the way the cables connect to each cage. Step by step, they laid it out on that floor, making sure they didn’t miss anything. 
 
   However, his gut is telling him they did miss something. Unfortunately, his gut is not sharing with his head, so he marches on with a feeling of dread that the solution Val came up with could mean the death of them all.
 
   Back across the road, Val keeps sneaking looks at DTB. The Mates are moving in perfect unison, all covering the areas they need to, even more watchful for Monkey attacks. Yet her attention isn’t on the Team, but on the Runner that marches in the center of the Team. Benji is the wild card, in her opinion. He’s a Runner, not Mate, and when all Hell breaks loose, she wonders if he’ll have the fortitude to step up or will he panic. Even if he doesn’t step up, she at least hopes he doesn’t panic, and just stays out of the way.
 
   Panic is contagious and infuriating. If he freaks out, it will be a problem for both Teams. As if sensing her thoughts, he looks over and gives her a thumbs up, then flips her off. The last gesture eases her mind a bit. No one with that kind of bitchiness is probably going to panic right off.
 
   The Teams continue their march, coming to the I-76 overpass that runs across Sheridan Boulevard. Diaz and Shep each hold up their fists, stopping the Teams about thirty yards from the first onramp.
 
   “We cool, Shep?” Stanford asks.
 
   “No,” Shep says and looks over at Diaz.
 
   The DTA Mate senses it too and he trains his carbine up at the overpass. There’s no sign of movement, from Z or Monkey, but Diaz could give ten shits about what he doesn’t see. It’s what he does see that worries him. All along the railing of the overpass are cars. Not unusual pre-Z, but very unusual post-Z. He knows they shouldn’t be there in such a perfect line.
 
   Diaz looks over his shoulder and points to Tiny D. Shep looks over his shoulder and points to the twins. The Mates move forward, step by step, eyes up, watching the cars.
 
   “Fuck,” Diaz whispers, nodding towards the cars, watching a shadow play on the interior ceiling of a long unused hatchback. “We have movement.”
 
   The rest of the Mates hang back, letting the point people do their jobs. But some feeling makes the hair on Anna Lee’s neck stand on end. She pivots and drops to a knee, her focus on the street behind them. Cole taps her shoulder and she just shakes her head. He follows the direction she is looking, towards an old restaurant with only two walls still standing. A huge oak tree towers above the partial building, its branches tangled in useless power lines.
 
    Up by the overpass, Diaz and Shep split their people off, one taking the off ramp, the other taking the onramp, both cautiously moving forward with their eyes locked on the vehicles above them. They stop halfway along the ramps and cut up the slight hills to the interstate. From both their vantage points, they can see movement inside the cars, but they instantly recognize it for what it is. Zs. Not humans, not Monkeys, but Zs.
 
   They catch each other’s eyes and nod, seeing that the threat isn’t what they thought. No need to engage trapped Zs. But their training tells them something about the situation. Someone put the Zs in the cars. They aren’t strapped into seats, they aren’t nearly as dried out and desiccated as most Zs are that got caught in their precious automobiles as their eternal tombs.
 
   Diaz turns and looks down at the rest of the Teams below and gives a high whistle. Instantly they all crouch low and take a knee, their M-4s sweeping the area, looking for the direction the attack will come from. The Mates on the ramps double time it back to their Teams and hunker down, ears open, eyes wide, ready.
 
   Anna Lee is focusing so hard on the building that she misses the movement in the tree; her mind thinking it’s the wind blowing the branches that are thick with fresh green leaves. When the first Monkey drops, it takes her a second to readjust her focus. That second is all the blind crazy needs as he rushes towards Anna Lee, his arm raised, the razor sharp edge of the machete above his head glinting in the sunlight.
 
   But big blade or not, Anna Lee has an M-4 carbine in her hands. She squeezes the trigger twice, putting two rounds in his chest, then squeezes again and puts one between his eyes as he starts to fall backwards, just in case he’s wearing body armor as some of them have. 
 
   “TREES!” she yells. “FUCKING MONKEYS IN THE FUCKING TREES!”
 
   Firs and oaks, pines and maples that were just decorative saplings a century ago when Z-Day hit, are now mature trees, reaching high into the air. And from the branches of the trees that line the road, Monkey after Monkey, crazy after crazy, leap down at the Teams, their hands gripping weapons of various types, all designed for death.
 
   The Teams open fire, turning one way and then next, cutting down the Monkeys as the crazies run towards them. Round after round hit bodies, and Monkey after Monkey, falls to the road. Most stay down, their chests and heads pouring blood, but many get back up, the old Kevlar under their shirts keeping them alive. Well, alive until they get a slug to the forehead or empty eye socket. 
 
   Ten down, twenty down, thirty down, too many to count. Stanford realizes that the ones they saw following the Z herd were just the wranglers, the zombie herders pushing on with their mission. The actual number in Denver is unknown to him, and while he is a man of chaos, he is not a man that likes unknowns.
 
   One by one, the carbines click empty and become nothing but heavy hunks of metal and wood.
 
   Or, in the right hands, deadly clubs.
 
   Diaz, Cole, Lang, and Anna Lee all flip their M-4s end over end and grab onto the hot barrels with their gloves. They can feel the heat from the searing metal, but ignore any discomfort as they batter up and start swinging. Monkeys converge on them, with half taking carbine butts to the head, while the others leap at the Mates, bringing them down in a pile of insanity.
 
   Val’s M-4 clicks empty and she drops it to the ground, pulling her blade from her belt. She runs and jumps into the pile, stabbing everything not in a uniform. The blade pierces backs, necks, the bases of skulls; killing whatever it comes in contact with. She pulls on the corpses, trying to get them off her fallen Mates.
 
   Hands and feet punch and kick their way through the Monkeys until Diaz is able to get out, rolling away so he can get to the large knife strapped to his leg. He pulls it, gives Val a wink, and gets to work. Screams of pain, cries of surprise, calls for help, and yelling of rage, all merges into a cacophony of violence.
 
   Monkeys die and Monkeys fly when Diaz begins lifting them and throwing them to the side. Even though some are even bigger than the Mate, and fueled by crazy brains, they can’t match the man all hopped up on adrenaline. He lifts and tosses, lifts and tosses, getting to the bottom quickly. A hand reaches for him and he takes it, hauling Cole to his feet.
 
   “Duck!” Cole shouts and Diaz does as a machete whizzes just over his head. 
 
   Cole slams his fist into the attacker’s nose, then grabs Diaz and pushes him out of the way, going in closer for another hit and another. The Monkey staggers back, his arms reeling as he takes the punches to his cheeks, jaw, chest, and to his gut. As he doubles over, Cole grabs the man’s wrist and snaps it, catching the machete before it can hit the ground. He whips it up and buries the blade deep in the man’s groin, hitting the guy’s pelvis with bone jarring finality. 
 
   Cole plants an elbow into the man’s head and sends him slamming to the pavement. He spins about and sees that the rest of the Mates have gotten free of the furious Monkeys and the still corpses. There are a couple more gunshots, but then there is silence.
 
   “Sound off,” Stanford pants, his empty M-4 dangling in his hand. “DTB?”
 
   “Lang!”
 
   “Horton!”
 
   “Schuemaker!”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Both!”
 
   “Leister!”
 
   There’s silence.
 
   “Shep?” Stanford asks, looking around. “Shep?”
 
   “Yeah,” Shep says, walking up to the group. “Here.”
 
   In his arms is a girl, maybe ten or eleven, her belly split open and blood streaming from her clothes. Shep sets her down by the other fallen crazies.
 
   “They aren’t all the same,” he says. “These are just meat. They aren’t trained like the others.” He rolls the girl over and lifts the back of her shirt. No markings. “Just a cult following the real Code Monkeys. Meant to slow us down, but probably not expected to kill us.”
 
   “Shit,” Val says, looking north. “Then the real threat is almost to the Stronghold.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The cramps finally stop as he gets to the first checkpoint at the outer perimeter of the Stronghold. Still a ways from the massive wall that truly secures the settlement, Carlyle is happy to know his journey is almost at an end, at least.
 
   Scotty Kurowski, pissed off he has perimeter duty five days in a row, watches the man stumble towards him, his skin red and cracked, lips split, eyes wild with fatigue. Foam coats the edges of the man’s mouth, and Scotty’s first thought is that he’s watching one strange looking Z come at him. Then he sees who it is and hurries forward, catching Carlyle as he collapses, keeping him from cracking his head open on the pavement.
 
   “Fucking A, Carlyle,” Scotty says. “What the fuck happened to you?”
 
   Near delirious with dehydration and his muscles, starved of oxygen, going into painful spasms that make the earlier cramps feel like tickles, Carlyle struggles to speak. 
 
   “Zs,” he croaks, barely audible above the wind that never stops whipping off the Plains and up the mountain. “Zs…herd…huge.”
 
   Scotty looks at the trolley jocks a few yards down from him. He had wondered why the uphill line wasn’t moving while the downhill line continued to send reclaims and other passengers down the Turnpike.
 
   “Hey!” Scotty yells. “Fogherty!”
 
   One of the uphill line jocks turns and gives him a bored look.
 
   “What, Kurowski?” Fogherty asks. “What the fuck, man? Who you hugging?”
 
   “It’s Carlyle, dildo!” Scotty yells. “Hustle you ass up to the wall and let them know we’ve got a herd coming!”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A fucking herd!” Scotty shouts.
 
   “A herd?” Fogherty asks, moving from his station and walking towards Scotty. “We’d know if a herd was coming. Someone would have sent a trolley up, man. Do you see a trolley coming up the hill?”
 
   “No,” Scotty says. “And you don’t find that weird? The salvage from the reclaims should have been sent back by now. But no salvage. And no Teams, either.”
 
   “Teams are down for the week,” Fogherty says as he stands over Scotty and Carlyle. “I’m just glad for a break, man. Weather’s nice. No Zs bugging us. Life is good, bro.”
 
   “Monkeys,” Carlyle whispers.
 
   “Huh?” Scotty asks, unsure of what the man has said. “Did you say monkeys?”
 
   “Blind,” Carlyle whispers. “Blind monkeys.”
 
   Fogherty holds his hands up and walks back to his station. “Fucker lost his mind,” he says. “Runners are a crazy fucking bunch, man. Who volunteers to fucking sprint up and down the mountain? Or sprint run from pyre to pyre in the fucking wasteland? Old bastard didn’t drink enough water and fried his brain. He’s yours to deal with.”
 
   “Asshole,” Scotty says, squatting and getting Carlyle situated in his arms before standing up. “I’m taking him inside. I’ll send someone else down to watch the checkpoint.”
 
   “Dude,” Fogherty says. “It’s your ass. You leave your post, you’ll be on shitter detail for a month, and I heard that Collin Baptiste works the shitters now. Fuck that crazy asshole. Or, if you’re lucky, you’ll just get thrown in the jail with no one to keep you company other than Sheriff Marsh.”
 
   “Just keep your eyes open, will ya?” Scotty says. “If there is a herd, you better be ready to sound the alarm.”
 
   “Tell ya what,” Fogherty says. “I’ll hitch a ride down to the next switching station, how’s that? I see this mystical monkey herd the old guy is yammering about and I’ll come let everyone know.”
 
   “Fuck you, Fogherty,” Scotty says as he walks away, Carlyle heavy in his arms.
 
   Fogherty watches Scotty walk off and shrugs. The other uphill line jock looks over at him then at the downhill line.
 
   “You going down there?” he asks.
 
   “What? Are you nuts?” Fogherty replies, closing his eyes and lifting his face to the sun. “Why ruin a perfectly good day by riding down with a bunch of sweaty reclaims? I’m not wasting time on a hallucination some old Runner has because he forgot his water bottle and salt tablets. Fuck. That. Shit.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Scotty quickly attracts attention. Any man would when walking up from the perimeter carrying a body. The majority of houses around him are empty, but a few aren’t and the occupants start coming out to see what’s going on.
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “What’s up, Scotty?”
 
   “Is he dead?”
 
   “Is that Carlyle?”
 
   “He’s dead, isn’t he? Poor guy.”
 
   “If anyone wants to help instead of jabber at me, that would be great,” Scotty says. His arms are already beginning to ache and he’s only a third of the way to the wall and main gate.
 
   “Here ya go, brother,” an older man says as he pushes a wheelbarrow from around the side of a house. “This’ll help.”
 
   Scotty carefully places Carlyle into the wheelbarrow and grabs the handles.
 
   “You want me to take him?” the man asks.
 
   “No, I got it,” Scotty says. He looks over his shoulder at the checkpoint down the road. He’s certainly worried about getting put on shitter duty, but he can’t risk the old Runner being right. What if there is a herd coming? “Listen, you all should come with me. Get your neighbors, anyone still home, and have them get to the wall and inside the gate.”
 
   There are gasps and scared whispers.
 
   “What’s going on?” the man asks. “Zs? Crazies?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure,” Scotty says. “But before he passed out Carlyle said there was a herd coming.”
 
   “You don’t look so sure,” the man says, his hands on his hips. “What ya holding back?”
 
   Those that live outside the wall and main gate are the citizens that would rather not be directly under the thumb of Team command and the Mayor’s office. Not that they think they have a better way of running things, just that they don’t like being watched and prefer to run themselves. That ingrained suspicion instantly grows strong as they all look at Scotty’s puzzled face.
 
   “It’s nothing,” Scotty says. “Just better to be safe.”
 
   “Ain’t telling no one nothing,” the man says. “Spill it, Scotty Kurowski. I knew your mother when she was still wearing diapers, so don’t act like you’re better than me.”
 
   “I’m not,” Scotty says, thinking the day just keeps getting shittier and shittier. “It’s just…”
 
   They all watch him. He debates, seriously debates saying anything. If he does, they’ll probably react like Fogherty. But since they already suspect something, and he can’t lie worth a shit, Scotty takes a deep breath and goes for it.
 
   “Monkeys,” Scotty says quietly.
 
   “What was that, brother?” the one man asks.
 
   “Monkeys,” Scotty states louder. “He said there was a huge Z herd coming. Then he said something about monkeys.”
 
   The crowd all looks at him, then slowly start to smile. Snickers and giggles bubble to the surface and soon the crowd is laughing full out. 
 
   “Monkeys?” the man asks, his face suddenly very serious. “Did you say Monkeys?”
 
   Scotty hears the difference in the man’s voice when he says the word. An emphasis there matches Carlyle’s urgency.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” Scotty says. “He whispered monkeys.”
 
   The man turns on the crowd, his face red with rage and sweat slicked with fear. “GO!” he roars. The force of his words makes a few stumble back. “Get your family! Tell everyone! This ain’t a laughing matter no more! GO!”
 
   He whirls on Scotty and grabs onto the wheelbarrow.
 
   “I’ll bring the old Runner,” the man says, nodding up the road. “You run your ass off, Scotty Kurowski! You run and warn everyone! But mostly you find Commander Lee! You hear? You tell her that death is coming! DEATH IS COMING!”
 
   Never having felt fear like the fear he feels at this very minute, Scotty doesn’t know whether to start running or start pissing. But he pulls himself together, turns and sprints up the road, leaving the panicked crowd behind him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You hear that?” Fogherty’s co-jock asks. “What is that? Crows?”
 
   “Nah,” Fogherty says. “Sounds like a bunch of girls playing.”
 
   “Hey,” one of the downhill jocks says, watching the line stutter and stop. “Something’s wrong with the trolley. One of you guys want to hike down and check it out? You ain’t doing anything else productive.”
 
   “Fuck you, Price,” Fogherty says, flipping the man the bird.
 
   Price just smiles and points downhill.
 
   “Fuck,” Fogherty says. “I’ll fucking go.” He looks at his fellow uphill line jock. “I’ll just keep walking and grab a trolley up. Be ready, okay?”
 
   “Whatever,” the jock says as Fogherty turns and starts hiking.
 
   He goes a quarter mile before the road curves around a hill. It took tricky engineering to get the lines to stay secure and keep from getting tangled on the curves, engineering that Fogherty doesn’t understand. Sure, he can repair lines just like any jock, but the science behind how they work is beyond him. He spends most of his hike cursing the engineers, thinking it’s their fault that the trolley has stopped and the line gone slack.
 
   But as he keeps going, what his pal thought were crows and he thought were girls playing (which is probably the most stupid assumption in the history of the zombie apocalypse), turns out to be people trapped in a trolley surrounded by the first wave of the Z herd.
 
   Fogherty, never having gone down the mountain ever in his life, is stunned by what he sees. He’s only lived life in or near the security of the Stronghold.  The last herd that made it up the mountain was when he was three and he spent the whole time deep behind the Stronghold wall, huddled in a closet, wrapped in his grandmother’s arms.
 
   So it takes his brain a second to process the nightmare just down from him.
 
   “Oh, fuck,” he whispers then turns and starts running back up the hill. His thought of using a trolley is forgotten as the screams behind him get louder and several Zs catch sight of the meal that is running away. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.”
 
   As his legs tire quickly on the uphill slope, he wishes he could take back every negative thing he said about the old Runner. Wishes he wasn’t such a lazy fuck and maybe exercised more instead of just sitting at a switching station running nothing but his mouth.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sentries at the main gate of the Stronghold, while not Team Mates, take their jobs just as seriously. They don’t question the honesty of Scotty’s words, they don’t wonder what he means by “monkeys” and they certainly don’t laugh when he says he is supposed to tell Commander Lee that death is coming. 
 
   One turns and hurries through the gate while the other grabs a thick rope and starts to clang a massive bell set just inside the gate. Soon, up and down the Stronghold other bells answer the call, filling the air with alarms that send everyone into action or running for safety.
 
   “Let’s get you to the Mayor,” the sentry says as half a dozen more come to the gate to take his place.
 
   “No, no,” Scotty says. “I need to see Lee. I have to find Commander Lee.”
 
   “Protocol is to alert the Mayor first,” the sentry says.
 
   “Fuck protocol, man,” Scotty snaps. “Mr. Helliger says I need to find Lee first. That guy has been around, man.”
 
   The sentry looks out the gate then nods, knowing the reputation of the old man that lives by himself outside the wall.
 
   “Fine,” the sentry says. “I’ll get the Mayor while you go to Lee.”
 
   People are streaming towards the gates with rifles, carbines, shotguns in hand. Ladders are thrown up against the wall and folks start climbing up to the platform close to the top that spans the entire length. Scotty notices that most of the people that have come running are older than his parents; veterans of the last time the Stronghold was attacked.
 
   “Come on,” the sentry says to Scotty. “Move ass, Kurowski.”
 
    “Jesus, that’s what I’ve been doing,” Scotty gasps as he fills his lungs with air and starts on another sprint, this time to find Commander Lee.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine- Gauntlet
 
    
 
   “This isn’t going to work,” Cole says to Stanford, as he studies the two trolley lines. “One goes up and the other goes down.”
 
   “Are you retarded?” Val asks. “They both go up and they both go down. That’s how empty trolleys get up the mountain and empty trolleys go down the mountain. The weight of one pulls the other and vice versa.”
 
   “With the help of counterweights and the pulley system,” Stanford says. “We each get in a trolley, DTA there and DTB here, we free the cables and off we go.”
 
   “And off we go,” Cole smirks. “Just like that.”
 
   “Can I have a quick word with you, TL Wright?” Stanford asks, gesturing off away from the Teams.
 
   “Whatever,” Cole says.
 
   “That’s my line,” Benji grins, ignoring the look of death Cole shoots his way. “Oh, be nice and stop being such a grump.”
 
   “I like you,” Diaz says, looking at the others. “I like him. What’s your name?”
 
   “Benji. Why, you looking for date later if we don’t die horrible, awful deaths?”
 
   “Hey, you never know,” Diaz grins. “You ever had a Cancun Threesome?”
 
   “Never had the pleasure,” Benji replies. “What’s that?”
 
   “Let’s just say there’s cactus involved,” Diaz nods. 
 
   “Really?” Alastair asks. “How does that work?”
 
   “Guys,” Val says. “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   Stanford has Cole by the elbow and refuses to let go.
 
   “You need to man up, Cole,” Stanford says. “Stop pouting that DTA voted their own TL in. That’s their prerogative. That’s how DTA works. The other Teams play it by the numbers, but DTA is DTA. If they don’t want you, then all the bitching you do won’t change that.”
 
   “But Val?” Cole snaps. “I could see Diaz or even Tiny D, but Val? She’s a rookie! Never held a TL post even in the other Teams!”
 
   “Yeah, well neither have I,” Stanford says. “And my Team is running like a well oiled machine. And still alive.”
 
   “Fuck you, Ford,” Cole says, getting right in Stanford’s face. “You have no idea what went down in Sector One. Don’t you fucking put that on me! Don’t you fucking dare!”
 
   “Calm down, man. We’re all friends here,” Stanford says, “I’m sorry. That was a cheap shot. I apologize, okay? But you have to get it together. We need you to get it together. Cool?”
 
   Cole’s eyes narrow and Stanford isn’t quite sure what’s going to happen next. He almost flinches when Cole grunts and nods his head.
 
   “Cool,” Cole says. “I’ll let it go, but if we live, then Commander Lee decides who takes over DTA, not those guys.”
 
   “My mother is going to have to decide a lot,” Stanford says. “Since most of the Mates are dead.”
 
   “Right, yeah,” Cole says, nodding. “Sorry. Every person counts.”
 
   “We always remember,” Stanford replies. Then he claps his hands together and turns to the Teams. “Who’s ready to go for a ride?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Val looks through the bars of the trolley cage over at Stanford and DTB in the other trolley. He gives her a wide grin and a thumbs up.
 
   “This was your idea, remember?” Stanford yells.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” she yells back. “Not sure it was the best idea!”
 
   “No one has a better idea,” Stanford says. “You ready?”
 
   “No!” Val replies.
 
   “Tough shit!” He looks at his Team. “You all set, my dears?”
 
   “No,” Shep says. “Not if you’re going to call us your dears.”
 
   “Got it,” Stanford smiles and reaches through the back bars, down to the cable coupling at the rear of the trolley.
 
   His eyes follow the cable to the set of switch pulleys a few feet away. Then he looks over at Val who is mirroring his actions with her hand out the back of that trolley and resting on the coupling there.
 
   “One,” Stanford says.
 
   “Two,” Val says.
 
   “Three,” they say together and yank the large steel pins free from the coupling. 
 
   The cables from the back of the trolleys go flying downhill, hit the switch pulleys, scream through those, and come loose with a whine of metal on metal. They all watch the cables shoot past them back uphill out of sight.
 
   “Well, that was anticlimactic,” Alastair says.
 
   “Just wait for it,” Val says. “And keep hanging on.”
 
   “TL,” Tommy Bombs says as Stanford grabs on to the bars. “I don’t think it’s going to do what you think it’s going to-”
 
   The trolleys lurch then are yanked up the mountain, the force strong enough that if the Mates weren’t holding on they would all be mashed up against the back bars.
 
   Scrub brush and pine trees whiz past the trolleys as the cages gain speed, going considerably faster than they were intended. The cables on the front of each trolley hum with tension and Stanford wonders if maybe physics might not be on their side. He knew the trick would work and the counter weights, plus the opposite trolleys which are screaming down the mountain towards them, would send their trolleys flying uphill.
 
   However, he didn’t think of what the force would be like for the cables. Cables, while checked regularly, that were made decades earlier and meant for easy rides back and forth, not hellish speeds that would probably cause the average workers to shit themselves.
 
   “Yee haaaaaaa!” Diaz yells, one arm up in the air. “Ride ‘em mother fucking cowboy!”
 
   “You can fucking say that again,” Anna Lee shouts. “Fuck yeah!”
 
   Val laughs. All apprehension and trepidation gone. She’s DTA and so are her Mates. They live for this shit.
 
   Of course, as the other trolleys whiz by heading downhill, part of the reason the uphill trolleys are moving like bats out of hell, Val comes to the conclusion they have maybe made a tragic mistake.
 
   “HOW DO WE STOP?” she yells over at Stanford, whose trolley is pulling slightly ahead. “FORD! HOW DO WE STOP?”
 
   Then it hits Stanford. The part he couldn’t quite figure out that he was forgetting back at the Bell Tower.
 
   Oh, fuck, he thinks. The brakes…
 
   “I DON’T KNOW!” he shouts back. “HOW DID YOUR DAD STOP IT?”
 
   Val closes her eyes, the wind whipping past her face, roaring in her ears, and tries to think back to that day many years ago. Her mind races to the memories and she can see the images of startled faces and hear the sounds of terrified screams. Then her eyes shoot open and she knows for a fact that they made a big mistake.
 
   “WE CRASHED!” Val says. “REMEMBER, FORD? WE CRASHED!”
 
   Her Team all look at her, and then look up ahead at the switching station rushing towards them.
 
   “WHAT DID SHE SAY?” Shep asks Tommy Bombs.
 
   “WE’RE GOING TO DIE!” Tommy Bombs shouts.
 
   “WELL!” Shep yells. “FUCK!”
 
   The switching station is fifty yards away…then twenty…then right in front of them. Stanford can see the sparks of the cable flying through the pulleys and he smells scorched metal. None of that really registers as it’s quickly overpowered by the sensation of being weightless, as the trolley slams into the switching station and pulley system, flinging everyone inside into the front bars.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What the fuck,” Collin Baptiste says as he stands waist deep in a pit he’s digging for the new part of the municipal building septic system. “Haven’t heard the bells in a long, long time.”
 
   “Get your ass out of that hole, Baptiste,” Sheriff Marsh says, running up to the pit and tossing a shotgun to Collin. “We got a herd heading our way.”
 
   “Is that what all the racket is?” Collin asks, catching the shotgun easily. He walks to the short ladder and climbs up out of the pit, watching all the frenzied and panicked citizens scurry this way and that. “Fuck. We’ve gotten soft, Ward.”
 
   “You ever going to call me Sheriff Marsh?” Marsh asks.
 
   “Let’s see, you’re the guy I used to drop peyote with as a teenager and then go throw rocks at Zs,” Collin says, racking the pump back and making sure a shell is in the chamber. “So I’m guessing no.”
 
   “Fair enough, Baptiste,” Marsh nods. “Just don’t go spouting off about the peyote, okay?”
 
   “Jesus, Ward, lighten up,” Collin says as the two men start jogging towards the main gate. “I’ve been telling those stories for years. Why do you think you get elected Sheriff so easily?”
 
   “Asshole,” Marsh says as he pulls back the bolt on his Sako A7 .300 caliber rifle.
 
   “Why do you still use that thing?” Collin asks, starting to get winded already. “You know there are semi-automatics you can get from Ross, right?”
 
   “My daddy gave it to me,” Marsh says. “His daddy gave it to him and his mom gave it to him. May only hold 4 cartridges per magazine, but more Zs have been dropped by Marsh hands with this than probably any other weapon in the Stronghold.”
 
   “So it’s got sentimental value then?” Collin asks.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Sentiment is for pussies,” Collin smirks.
 
   “Says the guy with the short range shotgun in his hands,” Marsh smiles. “Good luck with that.”
 
   Collin looks down at the Mossberg he’s holding and shrugs. “Whatever. Dick.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commander Lee rubs her face and stares out the window, watching the defensive guard start to form in the town center. She knows she needs to get out there and coordinate them quickly, but she doesn’t want the others in the room to see how badly her legs are shaking.
 
   Monkeys.
 
   They’re supposed to be dead.
 
   “They’re supposed to be dead, Maura,” Mayor Coolidge snaps, echoing her thoughts. “You assured me of that. You said TL Baptiste and DTA wiped them out a decade ago. That’s why it was safe to start inventorying the Silos and getting them prepped. That’s why we’re getting the copper together and other supplies. You said having those nukes would deter the Consortium from coming at us. You said-”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Paul,” Commander Lee snaps. “This isn’t the time to second guess or point fingers. We have bigger issues.”
 
   “Despite their fucked up name, that cult almost killed every Team we sent at them,” City Manager Larry Husson says. “Those Monkeys ripped through them faster than a Z through a kindergarten class. We got lucky with Baptiste and DTA being able to take them out!”
 
   “I know!” Commander Lee shouts. “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t any of you think, of all the people in this room, I’m the most aware of what this means? We apparently failed. Now it’s coming back to bite us in the ass.”
 
   “Why now, Lee?” Councilwoman Linda Kleig asks. “Why all these years later? And why come here?”
 
   Commander Lee looks towards the wall in her office and the safe hiding behind the watercolor of a Colorado sunset. She knows exactly why they have come. They need the other half.
 
   “What they’re after doesn’t matter,” Commander Lee replies. “If we don’t hold them back, then we won’t live to see the consequences.”
 
   “Don’t you think we should be more worried about the Zs?” Councilman Tony Quell asks. “Runners are reporting seeing thousands coming up the mountain. Thousands!”
 
   “The defensive guard and the wall will keep the Zs back,” Commander Lee says. 
 
   “But if even a dozen Code Monkeys get through, then the Stronghold is done for,” Mayor Coolidge snaps. “They’ll wipe us out.”
 
   “Code Monkeys?” Councilwoman Kleig laughs. It’s a high-pitched, nervous laugh and makes her sound more like an old gossipy woman than the youngest Councilperson the Stronghold has ever had. “That is a ridiculous name.”
 
   “It used to mean something else pre-Z,” Councilman Quell says.
 
   “What’s that?” Councilwoman Kleig asks.
 
   “It used to mean who gives a flying fuck!” Commander Lee shouts. “It doesn’t matter! They are a cult like no cult you have experienced. These are not the Ghost Dog Whisperers! These aren’t the Quarry Boys! These motherfucking nut jobs cut their own eyes out shortly after birth! They grow up blind, learn to fight and kill while blind, and bested our fucking Teams! BLIND! So laugh all you fucking want at their name, because when they disembowel your snarky twenty-five year old ass, you won’t have the strength to laugh again!”
 
   Councilwoman Kleig shrinks back from the tongue-lashing and Commander Lee looks back out the window. The town center is full.
 
   “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some people to coordinate and hopefully not send to their deaths.”
 
   She storms from the room, turns and looks back at the stunned faces still sitting there.
 
   “And get the fuck out of my office and go make yourselves useful!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Diaz untangles himself from his Mates, checking to make sure they are still breathing.
 
   “You alive, little guy?” he asks Benji, seeing the gash across the Runner’s forehead.
 
   “No,” Benji replies.
 
   “Everyone good?” Val says as she scrambles to get the cage open. “Tell me you’re good!”
 
   Everyone in her trolley mumbles something.
 
   “Okay,” she says, stepping out onto shaky legs. “Time for the second leg of our trip.”
 
   “We’re doing it again?” Alastair asks, holding his head back as his nose gushes blood.
 
   “If we want to get up the mountain before sunset,” Val says and walks over to the other trolley.
 
   DTB is slowly getting out, making sure to double check each other for serious injuries.
 
   “Your Team still breathing?” Stanford asks.
 
   “As far as I can tell,” Val says, twisting her back this way and that then rolling her shoulders. “Yours?”
 
   “DTB?” Stanford asks.
 
   “Fuck you,” Shep says. There are similar sentiments from the others.
 
   “Yep,” Stanford says. “All breathing.”
 
   The two cousins look at the next set of trolleys and frown.
 
   “So…any thoughts on a better way to stop?” Stanford asks.
 
   “No,” Val replies.
 
   “Really? Nothing?” Stanford says. “I thought nearly dying would be inspiration.”
 
   “Did it inspire you?”
 
   “It inspired me not to get into a trolley ever again.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “That doesn’t help us much, does it?” Stanford asks.
 
   “Not in the least,” Val replies. 
 
   “The hard way again then,” Stanford frowns, rubbing his neck. He turns to the Mates. “You know how this works. Let’s get the next set ready to roll.” He looks up at the sun. “We have five hours tops before the sun is down. We are going to need every single minute of that time. I don’t have to remind any of you what it’s like to take on those blind fuckers at night. Especially since we only have blades and 9mms at hand.”
 
   Everyone grimaces at the thought.
 
   “Get to work, Mates!” Val orders. “We need to be on the road again in ten minutes!”
 
   “Now I have that song in my head,” Alastair says.
 
   “The one the Gulch Mulchers sing?” Lang asks.
 
   “No, I think it’s the Rodeo Clowns,” Horton says as she and Tommy Bombs start working a cable loose.
 
   “Rodeo Clowns broke up last month,” Carlito adds. “Sean found Emily 69ing with the drummer, what’s his name?”
 
   “Billy, I think,” Carlotta responds, pulling the pin from one switch, yanking out the gear, and replacing it with a larger gear before putting the pin back in place. She gives a quick tug. “And he’s married to Laurie Henkel’s sister, right?”
 
   Val looks over at Stanford and they shake their heads. Badasses or not, the Stronghold is a small town.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commander Lee stands before the assembled defensive guard, a group made up of retired Mates, as well as those willing to volunteer. Most of them haven’t seen combat in years, while the rest haven’t seen combat at all except for their brief time serving in the Teams, usually as support crews. She does see some hardened veterans of the Reclamation Crews and knows those bastards can take down a Z.
 
   “You will be what decides this fight,” she says. “Not that wall, not that gate, not any of the traps and razor wire strewn along the outer perimeter. You. Every shot you take has to count. We do not have the ammunition to just fire wildly down at the Zs. We do not have the manpower to hand you a fresh magazine when you empty yours into one Z like a green rookie out of basic. You will carefully aim your shots and you will kill with each pull of the trigger.”
 
   She nods to Kevin Ross and the man starts walking along the front line, then working his way back, row by row, handing out small pouches as he assesses the ammunition needed by each member of the guard, calling back to a group of weapons techs that are watching him closely. He calls and they run up with a pouch. Soon the entire town center is holding a pouch and Kevin walks back up front to Commander Lee. She gives him a nod.
 
   “Besides the limited amount of ammunition you have for your individual firearms,” Kevin says, “you will find two fragmentation grenades and four flares in your pouch. The fragmentation grenades are last resort only. I cannot stress that enough. I would rather you never touch those, okay? You will see some folks up there firing launchers. Let them. That’s their job. Do not join them. Keep those frags ready for when you absolutely need them.” He watches for acknowledgement and doesn’t see as much as he’d like. “The flares are for when you run out of ammunition. You toss a flare to the ground and you place one on the platform up on the wall. This will tell us where the weak points in the defense are.”
 
   “If you see a flare close to you while you are up on the wall,” Commander Lee says, taking over again. “You will spread yourselves out to cover that gap. You know how the Zs can get piled up. The undead are stupid, but they can climb mounds of bodies. We want to thin out the line and not let them get the chance.”
 
   “Climb the bodies?” a man asks. “The wall is fifty feet high.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Commander Lee says. “And there are thousands of Zs coming at us. You may not have done the math, but I have. It only takes a hundred dead Zs stacked in one spot to create an issue. So try not to kill them at the base of the wall, alright? Shoot out away from the wall. Drop them before they can be a problem.”
 
   Standing in the front row, Collin leans over to Sheriff Marsh. “That sound right to you?” he asks. “Worried about Zs climbing over each other?”
 
   Marsh shakes his head. Collin tries to catch his sister’s eye, but she refuses to look right at him.
 
   “The herd has just reached the outer perimeter,” Commander Lee continues. “We have pulled everyone that lives outside the wall into the Stronghold proper. They are being placed in secure households now. A select few sentries have volunteered to remain outside. They will be posted on the roofs of houses, taking out as many Zs as they can. It is their choice. The gate is being closed and it won’t open until this nightmare is done.” She sees some nod, but also that others are staring at her, fear and worry beyond themselves clouding their features. “I know we have people down the mountain, but they aren’t our concern right now. I’m not trying to sound cruel, but that is the reality. We cannot let the Stronghold be breached by anyone. By the Zs. Is that understood?”
 
   The crowd nods.
 
   “Good,” Commander Lee says. “You’ve all drilled for this, so get to your posts. No one fires until the order is given, but once it’s given, you do not stop firing until you are empty. Make those shots matter!”
 
   “Every person counts!” someone yells.
 
   “We always remember!” another replies.
 
   “Before you go, remember where the fall back positions are,” Commander Lee says. “Get to the Gym or the Team command center. Now go!”
 
   More calls of “every person counts” and “we always remember” go back and forth, as the defensive guard hurries off to the wall.
 
   Collin stays behind, waiting for his moment, then sidles up to his sister.
 
   “Not now,” she says, brushing him off as she tries to hurry away.
 
   He grabs her arm and spins her around. “Yes, now,” he snaps. “What’s this shit about bodies piling up and Zs climbing over? So what? Zs are clumsy as fuck and gravity ain’t their friend. So they get inside, we’ll pick them off. Or just fucking hide.”
 
   He waits but his sister doesn’t respond.
 
   “God dammit, Maura!” he shouts, garnering more than a few worried looks as people hurry by them. “My daughter is down the mountain and so is your son! You be straight with me right the fuck now!”
 
   Commander Lee thinks of knocking him cold, just to avoid telling him what she knows. She could easily do it, even though he outweighs her by a good seventy pounds. But she sees the look in his eyes and realizes he’s not being his usual, obstinate asshole self. He’s actually scared.
 
   “Code Monkeys,” she says almost so quietly that he doesn’t hear her over the chaos.
 
   His face blanches and he rubs his mouth, really wishing he had a drink or fifty of corn hooch.
 
   “You’re sure?” he asks finally.
 
   “Yes,” she says. “Carlyle confirmed it. They’re back.”
 
   “Holy shit fuck,” he says, his fear turning to anger. “But they were supposed to be dead.”
 
   “I know,” she replies.
 
   “My son was born blind to make sure they were fucking dead! My wife died of cancer to make sure they were fucking dead!” he shouts, then lowers his voice. His hands are shaking with rage and the shotgun gripped in them starts to rattle. “Are you telling me my boy never saw his mother’s face for no reason? Are you telling me my wife died for nothing?”
 
   “No one dies for nothing in this world. Every person counts,” she replies, grabbing the shotgun and steadying it. “And I know you’re pissed. So am I, but the reality is the reality. Don’t let the bodies pile up or those blind fucks will climb right over that wall and butcher us all.”
 
   Collin stares at his sister, realization dawning, pushing through the broken connections in his hooch-addled brain. He pulls the shotgun from her grip and throws it over his shoulder. He looks at the woman before him, a woman that used to be a little girl, who once screamed at him to, “Go away!” when he wouldn’t stop teasing her. And he suddenly sees what he never could before.
 
   She is scared too. 
 
   Not of dying, that would be an honor, but of living. Living in a world all alone. A world she has put herself in. A jail cell of her own making.
 
   “You’re right about every person counting,” Collin says. “So maybe apply that to yourself, for a change?”
 
   He pushes past her, filing in with the others that hurry around, preparing for the inevitable.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   This time, they are ready for it.
 
   Their gloved hands firmly gripped around the cage bars, legs wrapped around each other’s waists so they look like human pretzels, the Teams set themselves for the coming impact.
 
   Three, two, one.
 
   It’s still as bone jarring as the first crash, but with considerably less bruising and blood.
 
   “Again, people!” Val yells, feeling the role of TL starting to fit her. “We still have a couple more trips to make before we get home!”
 
   “I’m going to need a massage,” Diaz says.
 
   “I’ll let you know my rates,” Benji says as he helps the man undo one of the cables.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Cole says. “Keep it in your pants.”
 
   “Why you gotta be such a homophobe?” Diaz smirks. “Or biophobe, in like half the Stronghold’s case.”
 
   “That would mean afraid of life,” Alastair says. “Not afraid of bisexuality.”
 
   “If you don’t want to experience it all,” Diaz laughs, “then maybe you are afraid of life?”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, you two,” Val says. “Leave Cole alone. He’s not homophobic or afraid of bisexuality. He just likes being the only dick in the room, which he usually pulls off perfectly fine.”
 
   “He pulls off his dick?” Benji asks. “Now that’s a trick.”
 
   “I hate you guys,” Cole says, trying to hide a smile. “You’re all fucking suck.”
 
   “Good to go here!” Stanford shouts. “How are you doing, DTA?”
 
   “Hold on,” Val says, lifting a steel plate so Alastair and Anna Lee can adjust the gear underneath. “There. All good!”
 
   The Teams look at each other and then at the trolleys.
 
   “I don’t mind marching the rest of the way,” Horton says. “No, really, I don’t.”
 
   “Get in, you big scaredy cat,” Carlotta says.
 
   Repeating their previous ride’s prep, they all get in to their trolleys, wrap legs, and grip tight. Stanford and Val reach out the backs, grab the couplings, and pull.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A herd like no other. That is what most of the sentries think as they crouch on tile, tin, and old asphalt shingles, their rifles and carbines aimed at the mass of undead below them. Once the herd has pushed through the checkpoint at the outer perimeter, it is forced to funnel up the road and stagger, shuffle, shamble between the rows of houses that line each side of the street.
 
   Some spill over into yards made of cracked mud and rock, but most stay on the direct path the street offers. The old order of their former lives keeps them in line. Zs are deadly, but predictable.
 
   No one gives a signal, because no one has to.
 
   Gunfire erupts and Zs start to fall. The men and woman could have stayed anonymous and probably survived, but once the Zs are alerted to their presence, the mega-herd starts to crumble and fill the whole area. Putrid hands showing weather polished raw, fingertips of bone, claw at the faded and ruined siding of the abandoned houses, trying to find purchase so they can get to the meat above.
 
   Bullets rain down, piercing skulls, shoulders, chests, bellies. Zs drop left and right, falling under the thousands of feet that make up the herd. The numbers are thinned, but the attack only makes a dent. There is no significant outcome other than spreading the Zs out across the area. The sentries, one by one, fire their last rounds then look towards the wall. Many just sit where they are, placing their butts down on the tile, on the tin, on the old asphalt shingles, and wait for whatever it is Fate has in store for them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Frags ready?” Commander Lee yells from her place on the platform. All up and down the wall, confirmations are shouted back to her. She watches as grenade launcher after grenade launcher is braced and set. She holds up her arm then brings it down quickly. “Fire!
 
   The grenades hit the herd and begin exploding, one by one, sending fountains of undead flesh and congealed blood flying sky high. The air in front of the Stronghold is filled with putrid offal and shattered limbs. Heads, their teeth still gnashing, tumble end over end as they fall to the ground, only to be crushed by the herd that will not stop.
 
   “Hold!” Commander Lee yells and the grenadiers set their launchers down, grabbing up their rifles and carbines. “All hands get set! And fire!”
 
   The entire line squeezes their triggers, sending a sheet of bullets down at the Zs. Hundreds of bullets create a scythe of lead, slicing the unfortunate Zs up front in half. Torsos tumble from legs, which keep moving a few more steps before falling, and soon, not only are there thousands of Zs marching, but hundreds of Zs pulling themselves by their hands and fingers towards the delicious smell of humanity.
 
   Commander Lee immediately calls for another volley. And another. And another. The area that stretches out before the wall is covered with severed Z bodies, choking the road and slowing the herd. She finds the weak points in the herd and runs down the platform, barking orders at specific shooters to take out this group, put down that one, to jam up the road even more.
 
   Through it all, Collin Baptiste watches as the inevitable gets closer and closer. Someone bumps his arm and he nearly jumps then quickly calms down as he sees what’s being offered.
 
   “Have a snort,” the man to his left says, holding out the flask. “Been hanging onto this for a special occasion. This may not be the special occasion I was looking for, but it could be my last.”
 
   Collin nods to the man and takes the flask, tipping it to his lips. The burn of the corn hooch works its way into his sinuses, filling his head with potent vapors that cause even an old pro like him to cough.
 
   “Careful,” the man laughs. “You drink too much and you’ll go blind.”
 
   Collin doesn’t laugh with him, just hands the flask back.
 
   “There are worse things than being blind,” Collin says. “Trust me.”
 
   The man gives him a puzzled look, shrugs, and takes another quick sip before capping the flask and tucking it into his front pocket.
 
   Even over the gunfire, the sound of the approaching Zs can be heard. Collin wishes more than anything that he could drop his shotgun and clamp his hands over his ears. He may be a direct descendant of the legendary Sammy “John” Baptiste himself, but Collin was never meant to be a soldier. That was his wife all the way. The woman came out of the womb with carbine in hand and a burning desire to kick some Z ass, which suited Collin just fine.
 
   Until…
 
   He shakes his head and curls his lip up in disgust. Disgust for his cowardice, but also disgust for the charade he’s been living since the night he walked into his bedroom to find the love of his life lying there, half of her head splattered against the headboard of their bed. He is disgusted with the lies he was forced to tell his daughter, who only months earlier had lost her brother. Disgusted with how the flavor of corn hooch that still lingers on his tongue is almost the only incentive he has to keep living.
 
   Maybe more incentive than seeing that daughter that is now grown up and looks at him every day as if he is the biggest failure in the Stronghold, which he can’t argue with.
 
   Then a new incentive comes to mind.
 
   “I’ll tell her that you weren’t a failure,” he whispers. “I’ll tell her the truth, Molly. I promise. For you, my love.”
 
   “What’s that?” the man next to him shouts, pulling back the bolt on his Remington, and glancing over at Collin.
 
   “Nothing,” Collin says. “You got another nip for an old man?”
 
   “Sure,” the man says, handing the flask back over. “Just save me some.”
 
   Collin doesn’t.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Teams look at the one trolley before them.
 
   “We’ll fit,” Alastair says.
 
   “True,” Shep agrees.
 
   “Probably be safer with us all crammed into one,” Lang adds.
 
   “True,” Shep says again then looks at Stanford. “TL?”
 
   “Not like we have a choice,” Stanford says. “Get it prepped.”
 
   “Weight distribution won’t be right,” Tommy Bombs says. “We may not make it all the way to the next switch.”
 
   “Never hurts to try,” Stanford says.
 
   “Every time in our life you have said that, it does end up hurting. A lot,” Val says, her eyes watching the area. “Not alone.”
 
   “Huh? Not alone in hurting?” Stanford asks. “What does that mean?”
 
   “No, dipshit, we have hostiles at nine o’clock and three o’clock,” Val says quietly. “They’ve been watching us since we got here. Or whatever it is they do without eyes.”
 
   Stanford glances left then right, noting the locations of their observers. The two aren’t exactly working hard at hiding. Stanford reaches for his 9mm. Val notices and does the same.
 
   “Let’s hurry it up, Mates,” Stanford says. “Locals are restless.”
 
   Without stopping what they are doing, the Teams find the watchers.
 
   “Not liking that body language,” Carlito says.
 
   The two people step away from their hiding spots and start to walk towards the Teams. The way they carry themselves, easily avoiding potholes and debris, Stanford knows they aren’t just blind crazies, but actual Code Monkeys.
 
   “People?” Stanford says. “Any second.”
 
   Anna Lee and Diaz move away from the Teams, their 9mms drawn. They lift their arms and each takes a bead.
 
   “Say the word, TL,” Diaz says to Val. “Drop them?”
 
   “No,” Val says. “Save the ammo.”
 
   “Done,” Lang and Horton say at the same time.
 
   “In! Now!” Stanford orders.
 
   The Teams all rush into the trolley, cramming themselves together, with Diaz and Anna Lee coming last.
 
   The two Monkeys break into runs, sprinting at the trolley as Stanford reaches out the back and grabs the pin from the coupling. He pulls hard and his fingers slip off.
 
   “Fuck,” he swears.
 
   “TL?” Diaz asks. “We can drop them.”
 
   “Ford? You need some help?” Val asks as the Code Monkeys get closer and closer, dodging past old tires and collapsed business signs. 
 
   “I got it, I got it,” Stanford says as he gets a solid grip on the pin.
 
   Sunlight glints off metal in the Monkeys’ hands, where there had only been air seconds before. Pulling the pin with his left hand, Stanford pulls his 9mm with his right and aims it out the back as the trolley rockets away from the switch. One of the Monkeys lifts her arm and throws the knife she holds.
 
   Stanford squeezes the trigger of his pistol and the knife goes spinning off into the dirt.
 
   “Damn,” Anna Lee says. “You really can shoot.”
 
   Stanford doesn’t reply, just watches as the two running Monkeys are left farther and farther behind. The trolley crests a hill and they are lost from sight. But Stanford didn’t see them slowing down. It could be a while, but they’ll be catching up with the Teams at the next switch.
 
   Except the trolley doesn’t make it to the next switch.
 
   Suddenly, the cage lurches, stutters and the entire thing starts to go off course, its tail sliding towards the side of the road.
 
   “Tommy?” Stanford yells. “What’s going wrong?”
 
   “Fuck if I know!” Tommy Bombs yells back. Then he sees the trouble. They all do. “Oh, fuck…”
 
   Up ahead, the road is littered with corpses that have been picked clean. A few Zs are squatted over bones that hold only a scrap or two of flesh. They hiss at each other as they fight for the remnants that the main herd left behind. A hunched pack of four doesn’t even look at the trolley that’s on a direct, uncontrollable collision course with them.
 
   “Hang on!” Stanford yells as the front corner of the trolley slams into the small pack of Zs.
 
   For one second, they feel the Zs crumple under the trolley, thinking the weight and velocity of the vehicle are enough to push them past, but after that second, they find themselves airborne as the trolley catches and the back end bounces up off the ground. 
 
   Then it all comes crashing down as the front end slams into the pavement, digging up chunks of asphalt that pelt the Teams mercilessly. The trolley tumbles end over end and the Teams are powerless to stop from crashing into each other. Arms are akimbo, legs are askew, bodies twisted and turning.
 
   When it’s over, and they are able to scramble out of the upside down vehicle, there are two less Mates.
 
   “Fuck,” Stanford says, staring into the lifeless eyes of Carlito and Horton. “FUCK!”
 
   “Ford,” Val says, rubbing her left shoulder and blinking back the blood that drips into her eyes from a long gash across her brow. “Zs.”
 
   “Right,” Stanford says. “Teams? Do what you do.”
 
   The Mates all spread out, ignoring their various injuries, and wipe out every last Z that comes at them. Only a couple dozen are present, but that couple of dozen are all the Mates need to vent their grief and frustration. Stanford watches them work, and then walks over to the corpses of Horton and Carlito. He pulls his knife and kneels by Horton, plunging the blade through her temple. He turns to do the same to Carlito, but a hand grabs his bicep.
 
   “No,” Carlotta says.
 
   Stanford nods and stands up, giving the sibling room.
 
   Carlotta bends over, kisses her brother’s cold cheek, and shoves her knife into the base of his skull, making sure he doesn’t come back as one of the monsters they have spent their lives killing. She hunches over his body, wrapping him in her arms, and sobs.
 
   “Carlotta,” Stanford says. “We can’t stay.”
 
   Just up the mountain, he sees where the bodies came from as the downhill trolley that never made it to the switching station below, lies on its side, and the trapped corpses inside already turned and clawing at the cage that holds them.
 
   “Keep pistols holstered,” Stanford says. “Use blades until you absolutely can’t.”
 
   Lang grips Carlotta’s shoulder and the woman reluctantly lets the body of her twin fall to the pavement. She stands and gives everyone a nod, showing she’s ready, showing she’s a professional.
 
   Blades in hand, the Teams begin their march, heading right for the next few Zs that have just began to take notice of them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The entire area is carpeted with headless Zs, but it isn’t enough to hold back the herd.
 
   Flares are dropped as, one by one, members of the defensive guard run out of ammunition. Those that still have magazines with cartridges, however few they may be, spread out along the platform at the top of the wall, trying to even out the final death they send down to the Zs below. 
 
   Hands reach into the pouches and pull free the precious frag grenades. A couple is lobbed before Commander Lee can give the order to hold. They explode amongst the herd and bits and chunks of Zs splatter up over the wall. There is no more trying to slow the Zs, they are here and they are hungry.
 
   In just moments, the Zs begin to pound their fists against the gate and the wall, their hunger pushing them, driving them. The weight of the herd presses in on those that reach the concrete wall first. The men and women along the top of the wall look down in horror as the first waves of Zs are crushed, their bodies unable to take the weight of the massive herd behind them. Rib cages cave in, heads pop free of necks, spines crack and bend.
 
   And they just keep coming.
 
   Between the wall and the outer perimeter, screams go up as houses start to crumble from the force of the attack. The sheer numbers are too much. The corners of old brick ranch houses begin to topple and roofs start to lean, then collapse altogether. Two-story, stick-built homes are like paper to the never-ending mass of undead. The snapping of beams and shattering of glass joins with the sounds of the condemned men and women. 
 
   And the groans and growls of Zs fighting over the few meals that fall to them.
 
   Commander Lee places a pair of binoculars to her eyes and scans the area, looking out past the end of the herd far below. She expects to see the cause of the nightmare; she expects to see the blind crazies, the Code Monkeys, which have brought Hell to their gate.
 
   But she sees nothing but the undead and that almost scares her even more.
 
   “Where are they?” she mutters. “Come on, you motherfuckers. Show your eyeless faces!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Teams crest a rise in the Turnpike and stop.
 
   “I count twenty,” Diaz says.
 
   “Yep,” Shep agrees.
 
   Fifty yards ahead, a line of twenty men and women, their eye sockets bleeding with fresh cuts, stand waiting, hands at their sides, holding everything from hunks of steel to old, split 2x4s. They stand silent, none moving a muscle. Even their chests seem still, their lungs stopped as they hold a collective breath.
 
   Then they move. Fast.
 
   “Fuck,” Stanford says. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
   He pulls his 9mm.
 
   “That’s what they want,” Val says. “Have us run completely out of ammunition.”
 
   “Then that’s what they get,” Stanford says, his arm up, one hand cupping the other that grips his pistol. “Fuck it, Mates. Take them down.”
 
   9mms are drawn, beads taken, and triggers squeezed.
 
   The crazies rush into the oncoming fire, bodies dropping as perfectly placed rounds strike them. Then it’s over and the Teams move forward, eyes watching the fallen blind men and women. Almost every shot is a head shot, and Shep and Diaz quiet those that still have their brains intact. Blood spills out across the pavement, pooling up against the boots of each Mate.
 
   “One shot each?” Stanford asks, ejecting and checking his magazine then slapping it back home.
 
   “I took two,” Val says. “Dropped that one and that one.”
 
    “Then this was a waste,” Stanford says. “For them, not us. What the hell was the point?”
 
   Alastair, Lang, and Cole roll a few bodies over and yank up the backs of their shirts. No markings.
 
   “Keep us occupied,” Shep says, spinning about as they hear a slight scrape of gravel behind them.
 
   All Mates turn and see five Code Monkeys standing there, only five feet away. Another scrape and Diaz, Val, Alastair, and Cole spin back around to see five more Code Monkeys.
 
   The Mates don’t need to see the backs of the people that stand in front and behind them. It’s easy to spot the difference by the way the new men and women carry themselves.
 
   And by the deadly sharp blades they hold in each of their hands.
 
   “You’re fast, but can you fucking dodge bullets?” Stanford asks.
 
   The Code Monkeys run. The Teams open fire. They all find out the answer to Stanford’s question.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten- Hold The Line
 
    
 
   On come the Zs, adding to the crushed dead flesh that starts to mound up against the wall. Commander Lee’s fear grows as bodies begin to be shoved upward from the force of the herd. Ten feet up, fifteen feet, twenty feet-the rotten corpses move ever higher.
 
   “Grenades!” Commander Lee shouts. “Throw the last of them now! Toss them past the piles! Don’t blow the wall!”
 
   Arms are thrust forward all along the wall and the deadly grey/green pears sail into the air. The citizens of the Stronghold watch as their explosives clear patches here and there, but are quickly dismayed as the bloody holes are filled within milliseconds.
 
   The ocean of undead continues to crash into the Stronghold, its tide never ceasing.
 
   One by one, all of the flares are lit and dropped, but there is nothing to be done. The Stronghold has run out of ammunition. Commander Lee looks down behind her and can see Kevin Ross yelling to Runners here and there to warn the houses that a breach is coming. He shouts orders to make sure the Gym is ready for the retreat.
 
   “Commander!” someone yells and her attention is brought back to the scene in front of the wall.
 
   There they are.
 
   Mixed in with the Zs, somehow avoiding detection, the Code Monkeys come. They shamble along, keeping in step with the undead around them, but it becomes easy to spot their eyeless faces that are turned up towards the top of the wall. Commander Lee can see the herd pushing the piles higher and higher, like the fault line that created the Rocky Mountains that the Stronghold is built upon, and knows that once the Code Monkeys reach the mound, it will be all over.
 
   Twenty-five feet, thirty feet, thirty-five feet, forty feet. Zs now start to clamber up the mound of their brethren, climbing slowly, undead hand over undead hand, towards the flesh that peers down at them in terror.
 
   All of the Teams are deployed elsewhere and the guns empty. Firepower will not win the day. Commander Lee takes her own rifle and spins it about.
 
   “BREAK SOME SKULLS!” she screams and places a foot on the edge of the wall.
 
   The entire line looks at her as she brings the rifle down onto the head of a Z that has reached the top. It cracks wide and grey matter oozes out between the crushed plates of skull. The corpse tumbles down the mound, smacking into the hundreds of Zs that claw their way to the top.
 
   She brings the rifle down again and again, joined by the rest of the line, as her throat begins to go raw from the force of the war cry she doesn’t even know she’s screaming.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The citizens of the Stronghold that stand down below the wall, realize that the tide has turned as they watch their friends and family desperately try to beat back the Zs that come over the top. They start screaming, yelling for their loved ones to retreat, to fall back as they have practiced a thousand times. 
 
   The flight half of the fight or flight instinct kicks in and the citizens that stand in the streets of the Stronghold bolt and run, heading to the promised security of the Gym. They rush inside and bolt the doors, knowing that the defensive guard still has one option left, one place to find sanctuary.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Not faster than bullets, are ya motherfuckers?” Stanford smirks, panting and clutching his shoulder where he took a nasty swipe of a blade.
 
   All about the Teams, the bodies of the Code Monkeys lie, their heads and chests leaking blood. 
 
   Alastair kneels next to Diaz and holds up three fingers.
 
   “How many?” he asks.
 
   “Three too many,” Diaz snaps. “Get your hand out of my face.”
 
   “He’s good,” Alastair says. 
 
   “She isn’t,” Val says as Anna Lee lays in Cole’s arms, struggling to breathe, a knife sticking out from her sternum.
 
   The rest of the Mates, those with rounds still left in their pistols, watch the area, ready for another attack as Val and Stanford squat next to their cousin.
 
   “Fu-fu-fu-fuck…ing go,” Anna Lee croaks, her voice a bloody gurgle. “G-g-g-get…to the…S-s-s-s-strong…hold.”
 
   “Go,” Cole echoes. “I’ll wait with her.”
 
   “Fuck…that,” she says and grabs onto the knife handle, using the last of her strength to pull it free.
 
   None of them shouts for her to stop, and even though Cole is right there, he knows what she is doing, and doesn’t move a muscle as the wound gushes blood that was being held back by the blade. Anna Lee Franks takes one last gasp and then falls still, the knife clattering to the pavement. Cole picks it up and finishes the job, making sure Anna Lee will never have the indignity of coming back as a Z. 
 
   He gets to his feet, his uniform slick with blood, and takes the pack that’s handed to him.
 
   As one, the Teams turn towards the direction of the Stronghold and start to run. They no longer have the luxury of a hard march, only a sprint up the mountain will get them to their home in time.
 
   At least, they hope it will.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The butt of his shotgun shatters one skull, then another, as Collin beats back the Zs trying to crawl their way over the wall. He kicks a third, then a fourth, almost losing his balance and falling backwards off the platform. Filled with corn hooch and courage, Collin just whoops it up as he regains his balance by leaning forward. The face of a Z is only inches from his, its mouth open, teeth ready.
 
   The thing’s jaws snap down onto empty air as Sheriff March grabs the collar of Collin’s shirt and pulls him upright.
 
   “Nearly lost that veiny nose of yours, Baptiste,” Marsh says. He slams the butt of his rifle into the Z, ripping the thing’s lower jaw off. A quick kick and it falls backwards, dislodging four more Zs on its way down the mound. “Come on, time to retreat.”
 
   “I ain’t no chicken,” Collin says. “I’ll fight until I die.”
 
   “Unless you plan on killing them with your breath,” Marsh says. “Then that’ll be all of two minutes. Come one, you drunk fuck, you’re coming with me.”
 
   Marsh pulls Collin along the platform, joining the rest of the Stronghold citizens that are abandoning their posts and running for the last refuge. He almost considers leaving Collin’s ass behind as he struggles to get the man down one of the ladders without both of them falling and snapping their necks. However, they make it and Marsh continues pulling the man along as Collin gawks at the insanity of the Stronghold with that strange mix of anger, awe and confusion that drunks have.
 
   Weaving through sprinting clusters of guards, Marsh finally gets them to their destination.
 
   “You ready?” Marsh asks the sweaty face of Deputy Doreen Crespo as she throws the Sheriff’s Office door wide.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Doreen says, taking the empty rifle from Marsh and handing him a fully loaded MK-46. She sets the empty rifle down and picks up an AK-47, pulling back the slide and sending a round into the chamber. “Set and ready.”
 
   Collin stumbles into the Sheriff’s office and looks at Deputy Linda Fitzpatrick as she lays out rifle after rifle across Marsh’s desk. His eyes go wide at all the firepower.
 
   “And you gave me a fucking shotgun?” Collin snaps. “Asshole.”
 
   “I never thought this day would work out right,” Marsh says as he slams the door shut and bolts it. “So I made sure Crespo and Fitz had things ready when we had to book it out of there.”
 
   “Which one is mine?” Collin asks, reaching for a short-barreled sub-machine gun. His hand is quickly slapped away by Fitz. “Hey!”
 
   “You just have a seat back in the corner,” Marsh says as he throws a window wide and settles the barrel of his MK-46 on the sill. “I’m not arming you unless it’s a last resort.”
 
   “Where the fuck did you get all of this?” Collin asks, his eyes growing wider as Fitz hefts a massive gun onto her own cleared desk. “What the fuck is that?”
 
   “To answer your first question,” Marsh says. “This is a military town, Baptiste. You can’t imagine what I’ve had to confiscate over the years after a drunken brawl or all night party. Never bothered sending Ross an inventory. Figured having our own stash might come in handy.”
 
   “And this,” Fitz says patting the gun as she answers the second question. “Is an MK-47 grenade launcher.”
 
   Crespo helps her shove the desk up against one of the front windows. The woman hurries over to Collin and glares.
 
   “Move,” she snaps.
 
   “What?” Collin asks, having just done what Marsh ordered and grabbed a seat in the corner.
 
   “You’re sitting on the ordinance,” Crespo says. “Move.”
 
   Collin looks down at the metal box he’s planted his ass upon. He stands up, putting a hand against the wall as the room spins a little. Crespo drags the box over to the grenade launcher, opens it, and hands Fitz the end of a belt of 40mm rounds ready to blow everything in their path to shit.
 
   Looking at the desk of rifles, Collin licks his lips and starts to sidle over to them.
 
   “No,” Marsh says without looking back over his shoulder. “I have zero intention of you accidentally shooting me in the back, so just no.”
 
   “Fine, you ass,” Collin says, grabbing the second drawer down on the left side of the desk. “Then I’ll get comfortable.”
 
   He yanks open the drawer and smiles at the three jars of clear hooch waiting for him.
 
   “Well, hello there,” Collin says. “My name’s Collin Baptiste. Pleased to meet ya.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “In, in, in!” Kevin Ross shouts as those that made it off the wall stream through the front doors of the Team command center. “Hurry! Move! Let’s go!”
 
   The last few cram inside and Kevin is about to shut the door when he sees Commander Lee far off down the street, standing on the wall just next to the gate with nothing but a machete in her hand. A Z crawls up over the edge and she sends its head tumbling back down.
 
   “Commander!” he yells. “COMMANDER LEE!”
 
   The woman looks over her shoulder and frowns at Kevin. She waves a hand for him to get inside, but he shakes his head. She waves again, turns and dispatches one, then two more Zs, looks back at him, her face set, telling him she is not who he wants to deal with right now.
 
   Kevin gives her one last look, then slams the door shut. He makes sure the bars are locked, then reaches up and pulls down the rolled metal grate nested above the doorway. Using his body weight, he yanks the grate to the floor and slams home the locks that nestle into the concrete.
 
   Outside on the wall, Commander Lee can just hear the sound of the locks echoing down the street, before the whole Stronghold goes quiet, except for the continuous groans of the Zs coming at her. She knows that her people are safe for the time being from the Zs, but those creatures aren’t what bother her.
 
   The Code Monkeys. Those fucks.
 
   “You fucks,” she snarls, seeing the blind men and women milling about, seemingly invisible to the Zs. She has no idea how they are accomplishing keeping the Zs from attacking them, and eating them. But that’s something she can work out later. For now, she has to keep them from coming over the wall.
 
   Her eyes find the few men and women that are trapped on top of houses and buildings out in front of the wall that haven’t collapsed; the brave few that tried what they could to slow the herd down. She says a quick prayer, reaches down, and lifts a small box from the platform. Connected to the box is a wire which winds its way down the outside of the wall, and into the street, and then branches off into a hundred other wires, all leading to various charges.
 
   The meat of her thumb rests on one simple button. All she has to do is push.
 
   And she does.
 
   One by one, the various dwellings and structures that fill the space between the wall and the outer perimeter erupt into massive fireballs. Their walls seem to flex inward, then explode out in a hail of fiery shrapnel. Zs everywhere are sliced in half, decapitated, and disemboweled. Hundreds shamble about, their putrid flesh burning and falling off in hot drips. They stumble into each other and spread the flames, fire taking hold in the flaps of skin and scraps of clothing that can never retain moisture in the dry Colorado air.
 
   In just seconds, Commander Lee is holding her forearm in front of her face to shield herself from the heat below. The whole stretch of land between the wall and the outer perimeter is a hellish inferno.
 
   She knows she will probably be removed from her post, because she did not inform the Mayor or any of the council members of her backup plan. They would never have approved of the complete destruction of a third of the houses of their citizens. But she is a soldier, not a politician. She’ll take her punishment and hold her head up proudly, knowing she has saved thousands of lives.
 
   Then her blood turns to ice as she watches figures weave and dodge their way through the blaze, keeping themselves from catching fire while also pushing forward towards the wall. They shove the walking fireballs out of the way and immediately choose the paths up the piles of undead that aren’t yet set aflame. With speed that is near superhuman, the blind crazies come, scurrying up to the top of the wall.
 
   Knowing her limitations, Commander Lee scrambles down a ladder, hits the ground, then runs from ladder to ladder, shoving them to the dirt, hoping she’ll slow the Code Monkeys’ progress. However, as she turns and sprints down the street, she glances over her shoulder and sees the crazies leap to the ground. Some give brief cries as their legs snap, but others are able to roll with it and come up fine, their blind faces turning one way and then the other, taking in all the information their heightened senses can. 
 
   Above them, Zs, burning and not burning, crawl onto the platform, stand for a second, and then tumble to the ground. The bodies that don’t burst on impact, get up and start to follow the Code Monkeys, their undead moans filling the air.
 
   Commander Lee looks away and digs deep, pushing her legs as fast as she can until she is several blocks ahead, standing at the intersection of Broadway and University Ave. The streetlights have long since been removed, needed for the scraps and parts they could provide, but Commander Lee has to wonder what it was like so many decades ago when automobiles moved freely through the Stronghold. Back before the gasoline and diesel ran out; before the Stronghold was attacked again and again by outside factions such as the Consortium.
 
   That was well before Commander Lee was born, but she has read the reports, she has seen the photographs. She knows it only takes one cataclysmic event for everything to change.
 
   She prays this isn’t that event for her and her people. She prays that it was the right choice to make many years ago not to tell the population of the Stronghold about the Code Monkeys. She prays that the rare moment of secrecy in a normally open culture doesn’t lead to the death of them all.
 
   Because when the doors fly wide and the people do what they are trained to do, they won’t be just running towards Zs. They will be running towards the faces of death; faces that have no eyes, but can see every way possible to kill and keep killing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A set of double doors at the back of the Gym flies open and Kevin Ross steps into the huge space, dozens of men and women of the defensive guard behind him carrying melee weapons of all types. He moves aside as the weapons are distributed to the crowd. He takes a mental inventory of who takes what, just because that’s his job. A job he takes very seriously.
 
   “You all know what we have to do!” Kevin shouts. “No more bullets, no more explosives. We have drained the armory of every bit of gunpowder. Today, we fight like the founders of the Stronghold did!” He holds out his hand and a large hunting knife is slapped into his palm. He stares at it for a second, then looks at the person that gave it to him. “That’s it? There’re no sabers or machetes left? I’d even take a fire axe or something like that.”
 
   The man shrugs. “Sorry. That’s it.”
 
   “Fuck,” Kevin snaps. “Oh, fucking well.” He turns to the crowd and holds up the knife. “In just a few minutes, we will show those fucks what we are made of! No herd of Zs will take the Stronghold! Now or ever!”
 
   Cheers and chants go up, as the people inside the Gym rally themselves into a fighting frenzy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Was that Commander Lee that ran by?” Fitz asks. “Should we call her in here?”
 
   “No,” Marsh says. “She knows what she’s doing.”
 
   “Bet she wishes she hadn’t created a Silo Team Beta out of the reserve Mates, huh?” Collin says, happily holding a jar of hooch. “Kinda left her without backup.”
 
   “Oh, there’s plenty of backup,” Marsh grins. “But you wouldn’t know, since you haven’t attended a civil defense meeting in how long?”
 
   “Fuck if I know,” Collin says, taking a long swig from the jar. “I lost count just after I could give two shits and right before fuck you all, I’m getting drunk.”
 
   “Exactly,” Marsh smiles. “It was probably better for everyone that you didn’t attend.”
 
   “Better for me,” Collin says, finishing off the jar and reaching for another one.
 
   “You realize I use that shit to clean my guns with, right?” Marsh says.
 
   “Lucky guns,” Collin grins.
 
   “Here they come, Sheriff,” Crespo says.
 
   “Zs?” Marsh asks.
 
   “And more,” Crespo replies, nodding to the street. “Are they blind? Jesus, they are!”
 
   “Quiet,” Marsh says. 
 
   Collin lets out a loud belch behind them.
 
   “Sorry,” he says. Then he farts. “Not for that, though. That had to come out.”
 
   Marsh whirls on him, his eyes filled with accusation and anger.
 
   “Did you know?” he asks.
 
   “Nope,” Collin says. “Not until after my sister gave her rah-rah speech. By then, what’s it matter?” He shrugs. “Nothing we can do once they get inside, you know that.”
 
   “What’s he talking about?” Fitz asks. “Who are those people?”
 
   “Code Monkeys,” Marsh says. 
 
   “Code…? Fucking seriously?” Crespo laughs. “What the fuck name is-”
 
   “Shhh,” Marsh snaps. “Don’t say another word, don’t make a sound. Don’t fucking breathe.”
 
   Collin farts again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leading the deadly pack is Skye Lawrence, Twenty-third Code Monkey, with Marshall behind her and off to the right. The other Code Monkeys and crazies begin to spread out across the street, stretching the pack until it is a line of blind killers marching along through the Stronghold. Heads turn back and forth, the sightless faces searching the area for prey and hunting for those trying to stop them in their quest.
 
   Yards behind, in various states of destruction, the Zs come. They follow the Code Monkeys like rats following a piper. Feet shuffle forward, arms outstretched, mouths wide open, grey eyes hungry for the taste of human meat that they can smell all around them. On they come, their numbers growing as more and more crest the wall and tumble from the platforms.
 
   As one, the Code Monkeys stop, their attention turned towards the Team command center. Skye walks forward, straight to the doors and pulls, but they don’t budge. She didn’t expect them to, but it was worth a try. With a barely perceptible nod of her head, Marshall hurries up next to her. 
 
   They stand there silent for a few seconds, then Marshall nods and walks away. He moves into the bushes that surround the building, stopping a few yards from the entrance. With amazing agility, he leaps at the wall and grabs onto a window frame then reaches up and finds purchase in the nooks and crannies of the brick and stone building. Within seconds, he’s climbed half way up before he stops, lets go with one hand, then punches through a large window just off to his side.
 
   Glass shatters and falls, raining down on the bushes below. The Code Monkeys in the street smile at the light tinkling sound the glass shards make as they bounce off the building. It’s the sound of magic and fantasy to those without sight.
 
   Marshall climbs into the building, his body easily avoiding the chunks of glass that still stick out of the frame, and is lost from, well, sight. Skye waits at the main entrance, knowing the young one will work his way down and open the building to them. It doesn’t matter if he meets any of the Stronghold inhabitants along the way. She knows he’ll end them quickly and continue on without hesitation.
 
   The sound of a door opening gets Skye’s attention, but it isn’t the doors in front of her.
 
   The Code Monkeys all pivot and face the Gym that’s half a block away.
 
   From out of the Gym come the defensive guards and the citizens that stayed behind by the wall to support them. They march as one, filling the street, their hands gripping axes, machetes, short swords, spears, pikes, chains, bats, even a crossbow here and there, anything and everything that can be used to kill a Z.
 
   But it’s not Zs that stand in front of the command center. The Zs are still shuffling their way from the wall. No, it’s living, breathing humans that are before them, shoulder to shoulder, their blind faces relaxed and ready.
 
   “What the fuck?” someone mutters.
 
   “Who are they?” another asks.
 
   “We can’t kill people…can we?”
 
   “Are they here to help us?”
 
   “Look at their faces.”
 
   “Look at their eyes.”
 
   “Fuck,” Kevin Ross says, realizing who they are now up against. Inside him, rage boils. If he lives through this, he’ll be having a word with Commander Lee. “Get ready, people.”
 
   “Ready for what?”
 
   “The Zs are behind us, not in front!”
 
   “We need to turn around!”
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   Someone cries out and a body drops. The crowd all look as a man lies in the road, blood spilling from his head where a knife is protruding. They all look towards the Code Monkeys as one of the sightless killers lowers an arm and steps back in line.
 
   “Motherfucker…”
 
   “Did you see that throw?”
 
   “It was too fast.”
 
   “They killed Bart!”
 
   “FUCKING GET THEM!”
 
   Before Kevin can shout a warning, the group surges forward, their legs picking up speed as they close the distance to the Code Monkeys. Screams of rage and fury boom from their mouths as weapons are lifted into the air, ready to deal deathblows to the crazies.
 
   But death isn’t for the Monkeys. Not right away.
 
   The two factions collide and those screams of rage and fury quickly turn to pain and surprise as the Code Monkeys tear through the ranks of Stronghold citizens. Bellies are ripped open, limbs hacked off, and the very throats that raised the cries are slashed from ear to ear, silencing them forever.
 
   In seconds, the street is covered in blood and guts. People slip and slide, trying to keep their footing as the Code Monkeys take down numbers that should have overwhelmed them. The citizens of the Stronghold that realize they are outmatched begin to retreat, and back away as fast as they can, turn and all out sprint for safety anywhere they can find it.
 
   But in their horror, they have forgotten the nightmare that their existence is based around.
 
   They have forgotten the Zs.
 
   Those that flee run right into a wall of undead, the living flesh welcomed by open, rotted arms.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Sheriff?” Crespo asks, her eyes watching as friends and neighbors struggle to keep from being torn apart. “We have to help.”
 
   “Hold, Deputy,” Marsh says, his finger on the trigger of the MK-46. “Wait for my signal. You just make sure those rounds feed properly. Don’t want a jam.”
 
   “Sheriff,” Fitz says, “they’re dying out there. You gotta let me fire.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Marsh says. “I can see what’s happening, but once we open fire, our position will be given away. We’ll have moments before those crazy fucks get to us. We have to make every one of those moments count.”
 
   Marsh surveys the bloody scene out on the street, carefully gauging the timing of it all, waiting for just the right second to attack.
 
   “Fitz?”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “You send those grenades into the back of the horde of Zs. Don’t worry about hitting any of our own. If they are in the middle of that shit, then they are already dead. You just fire and keep firing until that thing is empty. You hear me?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Fitz nods as she looks into the targeting screen the MK-47 has. “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “Your best?” Collin laughs then urps up a little bile. “Girl, you better do more than your best.”
 
   “Shut up, you old drunk,” Fitz says.
 
   “What are you going to do, Ward?” Collin asks. “What’s your best?”
 
   “I’ll hold our position,” Marsh says as he targets the Code Monkeys. “When they head our way, and they will when Fitz starts firing, I’ll cut ‘em out at the legs. I don’t care what fucking superpowers they have. They can’t do shit without legs.”
 
   “Good plan,” Collin says. “Can’t wait to see how it works out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sound of the grate rolling up catches Skye’s attention and the man she’s holding by the neck falls to the ground dead after a quick snap of her wrist. She smiles and walks casually over as the front doors swing open, showing Marshall standing there, fresh blood splashed across his shirt and neck.
 
   “Any problems?” she asks.
 
   “No,” Marshall smiles. “Not for me. Not for me.”
 
   “Good,” Skye says. “I’ll find what we are here for.” She pats him on the shoulder as she walks past. “You go have fun. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
 
   “Yay!” Marshall shouts as he runs from the building and joins the massacre in the street. His hands flick out here and there, suddenly both holding wicked sharp blades, and more screams are added to the chorus of brutality.
 
   Skye sighs, knowing the child will be so wired from violence that he’ll have a hard time getting to sleep. Such is the way of children. For her? She’ll sleep like a babe, once she has what she needs in hand.
 
   She looks forward to her dreams, the dreams that tell her so much of what the Code Monkeys have been put on the Earth to do, the dreams that fill her with dread and delight at the same time. 
 
   The dreams that say that humanity’s time on the planet must finally come to an end.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The slaughter down the street is heartbreaking, and Commander Lee’s hands are shaking as she puts her fingers to her mouth and lets loose a high pitched whistle. Soon the whistle is taken up and for blocks and miles around more and more are added, calling out, telling all those that wait inside their houses to come forth and defend what is theirs.
 
   The neighborhoods and streets fill with citizens of the Stronghold: men and women, old and young. Anyone that has the strength to wield a weapon answers the call.
 
   Commander Lee smiles sadly as hundreds and hundreds of her friends and neighbors join her. This has been what they have drilled for, been trained since birth to handle, what they have all known could be their fate someday.
 
   That day has come and Commander Lee looks left, nodding to those at her side there, then right, nodding to those that have joined from that direction. Then she looks forward and points. The roar of the crowd is ear splitting and the sound of over a thousand feet thunder up from the pavement as they rush headlong into the blood and violence that waits for them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Now!” Marsh yells and opens fire with his MK-46, making a Code Monkey dance as 5.56mm NATO rounds rip through its body. 
 
   He shoves his shoulder against the machine gun, keeping it steady on the sill as he turns it slightly, taking down another Monkey. And another. Then the rest see him and start to move away from the main fight, their eyeless faces filled with the desire to tear apart whoever dares attack them.
 
   “Now, Fitz!” Marsh shouts. “FIRE THAT FUCKING THING NOW!”
 
   Fitz pulls the trigger and the MK-47 lets loose with a loud whump-bang as the first round flies free, soaring up over the horde of Zs. It arcs in the air and starts to drop, but just before it reaches the heads of the Zs, the grenade explodes, sending thousands of pieces of shrapnel shooting every which way.
 
   Fitz does as Marsh ordered and keeps firing and firing until there is nothing left for Crespo to help feed into the gun. They both wave their hands, clearing the smoke from out of the way, and their mouths drop open as they see what the weapon accomplished.
 
   Collin, seeing the looks on their faces, stands up and walks his drunk ass over to the window.
 
   “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit,” he says. “Ain’t that something.”
 
   The Z horde is decimated, having been ripped apart by the dozens of rounds Fitz sent at it. The undead litter the ground, arms here, legs there, torsos piled this way and that. They have been shredded into undead flesh confetti.
 
   But there are also more than a few human casualties. 
 
   Marsh shoves that from his mind as he focuses his fire on the blind crazies running his way.
 
   “Get ready!” he yells. “This isn’t over!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Stronghold attacks.
 
   They fall upon the Code Monkeys with nothing but vengeance in their hearts. Vengeance for their fallen friends, vengeance for the loved ones that haven’t returned from their missions on the Teams or Crews, vengeance for the destruction of the sense of security they have lived with for so long.
 
   The Stronghold attacks and they strike blow after blow.
 
   One Code Monkey falls under a mob of dozens. Another Code Monkey is able to kill seven before he is cut down. A third raises an arm, ready to slice the head off a screaming teenage girl when his arm is separated from his body by what had once been a lawn mower blade, but is now wrapped on one end with black tape and cloth, held by the teenager’s mother.
 
   Yet, despite their overwhelming numbers, the citizens of the Stronghold do not keep their advantage for long. One by one, two by two, three by three, they start to fall under the uncanny skills of the Code Monkeys. Instead of a massive mob that should have swallowed the blind whole, it becomes a mass of people with pockets of corpses quickly spreading through it. The Code Monkeys turn to each other, moving back to back through the throng, keeping themselves defended while never letting up their brutal offense.
 
   In the middle of it all, Commander Lee is holding her own. They come for her, but she cuts them down. She works her way from crazy to crazy, slashing and slicing, hacking and killing. She takes a cut here, a gouge there, but she doesn’t fall, she doesn’t stop.
 
   Yet even with her success, she knows that those around her are failing. The veteran soldier in her can read the battlefield. She can sense the panic that starts to build. She knows that at any second, the tide will turn and the momentum gained by surprise will be lost.
 
   She has faced the Code Monkeys before. She doesn’t take anything about them for granted.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sliding on his knees through a man’s legs and slashing upward, Marshall sends the man screaming to the ground behind him as his manhood tumbles from the split in his jeans.
 
   Marshall whirls around, leaping onto the man’s back, and opens his throat with one blade while stabbing, stabbing, stabbing the man in the kidneys with the other. He giggles as the blood spurting from the man’s neck gets slower and slower. 
 
   Licking his fingers, Marshall rolls away from the man and tumbles a few feet to a group of six women trying to stay alive as another Code Monkey works through their ranks. Marshall slams into a woman’s calves, knocking her legs out from under her. She falls to the pavement, dazed as her head smacks into the ground. Marshall hops on her, straddling her waist as he raises both blades over his head.
 
   “Mommy?” he asks.
 
   The woman’s face turns from pure fear to confusion. Then the blades come.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Marshall snickers. “You’re not my mommy.”
 
   He yanks the blades free from the woman’s eye sockets and stands, flicking the blood to the ground. All around him, he can hear the terror and panic, the fright and alarm, as people die. His ears taste the sounds, savoring each thud, each whimper, each rent of flesh. His shoulders start to sway back and forth, hearing the rhythm of carnage and loss, letting it all wash over him and move his body to a beat that has been thrumming since the first man picked up a rock and brained another with it.
 
   He feels connected to it all, one with every weapon and every death. His lips turn up in a grin that would have seemed normal for a kid his age; normal as if he were opening a birthday present and finding his number one wish fulfilled. And for Marshall Rosado, Thirtieth Code Monkey, the blood that covers him from head to toe is a wish fulfilled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The MK-46 goes dead and Marsh throws it aside, taking hold of the AK-47 that Crespo hands him. He shoves the barrel out the window and keeps firing, but even that slight pause is enough for the Code Monkeys and blind crazies to close the distance.
 
   A fist reaches through and grips him by the shoulder, pulling him towards the window. He lets go of the sub-machine gun and grabs the arm that the fist is attached to. With one fluid motion, he brings his elbow down hard and the arm snaps in two. A woman screams and retreats, but another takes her place and tries to squeeze through the window and get into the office.
 
   “Duck,” Collin says, pushing Marsh to the ground as he casually places the barrel of a shotgun to the woman’s forehead. “Boom.”
 
   The head is vaporized as the 10-gauge round discharges. Collin pumps the shotgun and takes aim again, blasting off the face of the next crazy that tries to get through the window. He fires over and over until only a click happens when he pulls the trigger.
 
   “Thanks,” Marsh says from the ground, covering his head with his arms, not quite sure which is more dangerous, the Code Monkeys or a drunken Collin with a shotgun. “You can put that down now.”
 
   “There’s too many!” Crespo shouts, picking up a M-16 from the desk and running back to the window. “And they are too fast! I can’t get a bead on-”
 
   She falls to her knees, a knife sticking from her throat; a gurgle and a pleading look in her eyes are all she has time for before she crumples to the floor dead.
 
   “You fucks!” Fitz screams. “You motherfucks!”
 
   Dual Desert Eagles gripped in her hands, she opens fire, ripping half the head off the Code Monkey that stabbed Crespo. Of course, another tries to get through her window, but the man loses the entire left side of his face as Fitz fires again. She presses forward, her fingers pulling the triggers without slowing, until her arms are out the window, searching for more targets, desperate to kill anything responsible for the death of her friend and fellow deputy.
 
   Then she screams and stumbles back. Geysers of blood spurt from the handless stumps of her arms. She turns and looks at Marsh and Collin, her eyes wide with disbelief, as her life squirts out of her and all over the office, joining the slickness of Crespo’s blood.
 
   Marsh rolls to her, yanking off his belt so he can tighten it around her left arm. He shoves her down onto her back and struggles to get her belt off for her other arm. Fitz looks up at him, her mouth opening and closing like a dying fish. A high-pitched whine keens from her throat, hits a crescendo, and then tapers off as her heart takes its last few beats.
 
   The sound of gunfire is muted by the grief that fills him. He barely notices Collin yelling as the man stands over him, firing again and again at the windows, fending off the attackers.
 
   “Come on!” Collin shouts, grabbing Marsh by the collar for a change, and pulling him to the back of the office towards the holding area and jail cells he is very familiar with. “We’re gonna get locked down!”
 
   Marsh finally scrambles to his feet, slipping and sliding from all the blood that coats the office floor frown, and shirks off Collin’s grip. He grabs an M-4 and follows the drunk back into the hallway that leads to the cells, slamming the heavy metal door shut behind him. He pats his pockets and realizes he left his keys out on his desk.
 
   “Forget it!” Collin yells. “Just come on!”
 
   Marsh backs away. The last image before he turns from the small window set in the door is of the two corpses that used to be the bravest women he’d ever known.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Commander Lee glares down at the boy before her. She doesn’t see him as a kid, but as a rabid predator that must be put down. 
 
   Marshall smiles up at the woman he knows is in front of him, his fingers twirling blades over and over. If he had eyes, he would have seen how mesmerizing the effect is. But even without eyes, he knows what he’s doing, having done it to a hundred cannibals, wasteland trash, and survy refugees long before the call came to take down the Stronghold.
 
   But Commander Lee is none of those. She’s a warrior. She knows the taste of killing and she knows the look of a killer. That look is on her face as she lunges at Marshall, her machete cutting the air where his head had been a split second before.
 
   Diving to the ground, rolling left then coming up, Marshall attacks with his blades. But he’s surprised to find the space the woman occupied empty. It throws him off and for one moment, he’s disoriented, his senses pushed to their extremes to seek the woman out.
 
   The blow comes fast and he cries out as the skin splits across his right cheekbone, tearing old and new scars wide open. He roars with anger and swipes blindly, literally, for a change. The knife catches a man in the side that has staggered too close. Caught in the man’s ribs, the blade is yanked from Marshall’s hand. Another roar fills his throat, this one born more of frustration than anything else.
 
   His left arm goes numb then explodes in agony as the machete is embedded into his shoulder. Marshall screeches, sounding like the thirteen year old boy that he is, his voice squeaking and squawking. He recovers quickly and internalizes the pain, using it to focus and drive him on. With his right hand, he pulls the machete free, feeling the warmth of his own blood stream down his wounded arm.
 
   “Cunt,” he whispers as his senses realign and he feints forward, feeling the woman take the bait and dodge out of the way.
 
   Commander Lee gasps as the machete catches her in the right thigh. She knew the first attack was a feint, it was obvious, but she didn’t see the second feint and fell for it like a rookie. He leg goes out from under her and she falls to her knee, her hand clamped to her leg. Weaponless and wounded, she realizes her time has come. She doesn’t close her eyes as so many do, but faces the death that Fate has decided is hers.
 
   The machete is raised and then falls. But it misses her, the flat of the blade smacking across her arm as the boy stumbles forward and stumbles against her. The two tumble to the ground, Marshall on top of Commander Lee. He wheezes and struggles to breathe as blood streams from his mouth, dropping onto Commander Lee’s face. She turns her head and shoves the boy away, seeing the bolt embedded in his back as she tries to get to her feet and fails.
 
   “I got ya,” a welcome voice says. “Hold on, Mom. I got ya.”
 
   The face of her son fills her vision and tears well in her eyes as she watches him drop the crossbow from his hands so he can lift her to her feet.
 
   “Hey now,” Stanford grins. “No crying on the battlefield, right?”
 
   “Where? How?” Commander Lee asks, looking around and seeing how the tone of the fight has changed. The smell of hope fills the air and she grasps her son tightly to her chest. “You’re alive.”
 
   “Debatable,” Stanford says. “Considering how I just ran a fuck ton of miles to get here. But, yeah, I’m breathing.”
 
   “Fuck “em all!” someone shouts and Commander Lee can’t help but smile even though the battle is far from won.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   DTA. DTB. The Teams.
 
   They fought their way through the Zs outside the wall that weren’t scorched bones and piles of ash, working for every inch, every step towards the massive gate that loomed before them.
 
   Val wondered how they would get inside the Stronghold with the gate closed. The piles of Zs were dust and could no longer be climbed. There were no ladders or ropes around, so when they did reach the gate, she couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   It was a weakness they all knew was there, but couldn’t be overcome due to the engineering the gate needed to keep from being too heavy to close or open.
 
   The gate was made of wood bolted to a steel frame. And that wood was nothing but cooling coals and glowing embers.
 
   The Teams hurried through, not letting anything stop or slow them. They jumped into the fray, hacking and killing Zs, saving their fellow citizens, pulling people to their feet and slapping weapons back into their hands so they can push on and fight. They worked their way up the street, foot by foot, yard by yard, block by block, until they reached the massive battle in the middle.
 
   “Holy fuck,” Kevin Ross says, his left cheek nothing but a flap of bloody flesh hanging from his jaw. “You’re here!”
 
   “We’re here,” Diaz replies, braining a crazy with a steel pipe then jamming the metal through the guts of another. “Now the party can get started.”
 
   “We’re out of ammo!” Kevin shouts.
 
   “So are we!” Alastair says as he joins them. “Makes it more fun this way!”
 
   “Speak for yourself, asshole!” Cole yells as he tucks his shoulder and ducks under what would have been a killing blow. He stands upright and slams his fist into the Monkey’s face, pulverizing bone. The man is dead before he hits the ground. Cole kicks the corpse and turns to the next one. “COME ON!”
 
   Carlotta, Shep, and Tommy Bombs are there and soon they are able to push back the crazies, forcing them to retreat step by bloody step. Some of the Code Monkeys turn, ready to rush off so they can flank the group, but they are met with blades to the chests, spikes to the bellies, knives to their eye sockets.
 
   “Howdy, fuckers,” Lang says.
 
   “Suck my fat dick, bitches,” Tiny D snarls.
 
   The Teams do not stop. Exhausted, hungry, barely able to keep on their feet, they push themselves up to and past limits, none of them suspect they have. Everywhere there is a cry for help or the scream of someone being cut down, they turn. Working like the perfectly synchronized unit, they are designed to be, the concept of separate Teams is gone. There is only one Team left now.
 
   Dead Team Alpha.
 
   And through all of the violence that comes, all the blood still left to be shed, one member sees something that makes her shiver.
 
   A figure running from the Team command center, a binder tucked under her arm.
 
   Val breaks away from the battle that is progressively moving in the Stronghold’s favor and sprints after the fleeing woman. She ducks around oncoming crazies, putting them down without hesitation. She jukes her body left and right, avoiding the tumbling, rolling bodies of Code Monkeys and Stronghold citizens linked in mortal combat. 
 
   Her legs lost their ability to feel a half-mile before they reached the gate, so Val has no idea what damage she is doing to her muscles, tendon, and ligaments. The vague sensation of something snapping doesn’t slow her. Her will won’t let it, as she pushes beyond anything she has ever experienced.
 
   Only yards away, Val reaches down and pulls her blade from her belt. In the amount of time it takes for one foot to fall before the other, she gauges the distance, cocks her arm back, and lets the blade fly. 
 
   In slow motion, two feet of steel tumbles end over end, growing closer and closer to its target until it thunks home, landing squarely between Skye’s shoulder blades, at least three inches deep. The woman skids and falls, the binder flying from her grasp and into a pile of smoldering Z corpses.
 
   Val rushes towards the woman, head swimming and vision blurred from fatigue and lack of oxygen. It’s the blurred vision that’s Val’s undoing as she doesn’t see Skye reach back and yank the blade free. The blind woman rolls over and before Val knows it, her own blade is returning to her. It hits its mark and Val’s feet slide to a halt, skidding in the grit and dirt. She looks down at the handle that sticks out just below her ribs. The pain hasn’t hit yet, so she has a second to glance behind and see the tip protruding from her back. Then the shock sets in and her eyes go wide with surprise.
 
   Val’s knees hit the ground and she watches as Skye gets to her feet, staggers to the binder, and picks it up, ignoring the flaming plastic cover that melts right into her skin. She gives Val a slight smile and then she is gone into the haze of smoke that wafts back and forth across the entrance to the Stronghold.
 
   She knows better than to pull the knife free, but Val wants the blade out of her, as if the tainted blood from the Code Monkey will turn her, make her into one of those things; things worse than any Z can ever be,
 
   This is the last thought that goes through her mind as she falls over onto her side, crying out, the sound of her voice, and then the sound of feet pounding towards her, the last things she hears.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven- Rocky Mountain Sigh
 
    
 
   “I am not okay with this,” Hamish says as Val gets up from the bed, a dotting of blood seeping through the bandages that wrap her torso. “You need to rest. You need to-ah-fuck, Val! You’ve busted some stitches!”
 
   “Bound to happen with a shit doctor like you taking care of her,” Stanford says from the hospital room doorway. “She’s lucky she hasn’t died of sepsis already in this shithole.”
 
   “Fuck you, Ford,” Hamish frowns. “I keep a sanitary and cleanly environ-”
 
   “Stop, dude,” Stanford says. “I’m just fucking with you.”
 
   “Either of you gentlemen going to help a lady?” Val asks, holding out a hand as she grips one of the side rails of the hospital bed. 
 
   “Show me one and I’ll certainly help,” Stanford says as he and Hamish both hurry forward to keep Val from falling.
 
   “See?” Hamish says. “You can barely stand.”
 
   “We’re going to be late,” a snide voice says from the hallway then Benji appears with a wheelchair. “This is the biggest bit of pomp and circumstance this place has seen in years. I don’t want to miss it.”
 
   “Oh, stop,” Stanford says. “My mother wouldn’t start the ceremony without me there.” He sees the looks around him. “Right. Yeah, we better hurry.”
 
   Val settles into the wheelchair and Benji pushes her out the door into the chaos of the Stronghold hospital. The rooms are filled to capacity with citizens still recuperating. Surprisingly, or not, there were very few that were bitten by Zs. Most of those healing from their injuries, received them from the Code Monkeys and blind crazies. 
 
   Families mill about, but they are starting to filter towards the front entrance, leaving at least one member to stay behind with their bedridden loved one. Or loved ones, as the case is for many a family.
 
   Outside the hospital, waiting not so patiently, stand Diaz, Tiny D, and Alastair. They all smile and salute when she gets to the curb.
 
   “Sir,” Diaz says. “Good to see you awake and out of the woods.”
 
   “What’s this sir shit?” Val asks. “I haven’t been promoted. Me as TL was only the one time while we were in the field. Commander Lee has to decide who will lead DTA, not me. And it could be anyone.”
 
   “I have a feeling it will be you,” Tiny D says. “You may be a rookie, but you didn’t steer us wrong. Plus, there’s no way I could follow Diaz’s orders. Anyone with stank breath like his doesn’t deserve the TL job.”
 
   “Stank breath? What the fuck, TD?” Diaz protests. “Where did that come from?”
 
   “You sure you don’t want to just quit and retire?” Alastair asks. “Spend you days with your dad and a jar of hooch?”
 
   “She’d have to get her own fucking jar of hooch,” Collin says as he walks up to the group. “I ain’t sharing mine.”
 
   “Hey,” Val nods.
 
   “Hey, yourself,” Collin replies. He scoots between Benji and the wheelchair. “I got it from here. You all go on ahead without us. We’ll be along shortly.”
 
   “It’s going to be starting soon,” Stanford says. “And if my mom won’t wait for me, she won’t wait for you.”
 
   “She’ll wait for me,” Collin says. “I’m still her brother and will whoop her ass.”
 
   He frowns as laughter erupts at the absurdity of the idea.
 
   “Okay, fuck off, all of you,” Collin says, pushing Val down the street towards Folsom Field, once a football stadium, but now the staging area for the Teams when they gather and also the main meeting area for the entire Stronghold. 
 
   Stanford raises an eyebrow, but Val just shakes her head and waves him on.
 
   “I’ll save you a seat,” Stanford says. “Oh, wait, you already have one.”
 
   “Be careful with her!” Hamish shouts after Val and Collin. “I mean it!”
 
   “Oh, if he means it, then I better be careful,” Collin says. “Pussy.”
 
   “Dad,” Val growls.
 
   “Sorry, sorry,” Collin replies. “I should be nice, since the guy did save my daughter’s life.”
 
   They get a block away, hanging back out of earshot of the others who have hurried on ahead, before Collin speaks again.
 
   “I know you have questions,” Collin says. “Things don’t add up and that has always bugged the fuck out of you, even when you were little.”
 
   “Things not adding up bug a lot of people,” Val says. “Kind of how lies work.”
 
   “Yep,” Collin nods, but stays silent for another block.
 
   “So…?” Val finally asks.
 
   “So,” Collin echoes then sighs. “There’s something you need to know about your mother. And your brother. But, mostly about Molly.”
 
   “What about Mom?” Val asks, looking over her shoulder and up at her father. “She died as a disgrace. A suicide. Not how a Mate goes out.”
 
   “That’s true,” Collin says. “But let me tell you something and maybe you won’t be so hard on her memory.”
 
   “Dad,” Val protests. “I don’t have the energy for the past. The present is too busy kicking my ass.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up and listen to your old man,” Collin snaps. “When was the last time I decided to get personal? Without being drunk?” He leans forward and blows into her face. Although the smell of onions is prevalent, alcohol isn’t. “See? I don’t plan on staying this way for long, so take advantage of it while you can.”
 
   “Fine,” Val scowls. “Talk.”
 
   “When you brother died, your mom took it hard,” Collin says. “I know you did too, but she did especially. You don’t know what it’s like to lose a child, Val. It’s a pain that can’t be described, only experienced. And not something I’d even wish on those Monkey fuckers.”
 
   He looks up into the crystal blue Colorado sky. His eyes mist a little, but he holds back the real tears.
 
   “Your brother was born blind and also had other health problems,” Collin says.
 
   “What? What other problems?” Val asks.
 
   “Lung issues. Immune issues,” Collin says. “Heart issues. You name it, that boy had it. You know how we kept him inside most of his life? It wasn’t just because he was blind.” Collin shakes his head and laughs. “We knew the games you two played. That boy was a born fighter and could have handled himself just fine, even without eyes.
 
   “But he was sick, Val. His body couldn’t handle being around others too much. He didn’t have the resistance to fight off infections. In the end, that is what took him from us. His body wore down. Just like we all do, eventually, but he only got a few years, not a lifetime.”
 
   “Okay, so he was sicker than I knew,” Val says. “Other kids have gotten sick and died. That outbreak of whooping cough nearly killed half the kids when I was sixteen.”
 
   “Yes, but what happened to your brother was your mother’s fault,” Collin says.
 
   “It was what?” Val snaps, grabbing the wheels and bringing the chair to a halt. “Fuck you it was!”
 
   She struggles against Collin’s grip until he smacks her in the back of the head to get her to stop.
 
   “Listen, you crazy twat,” Collin says. “It was your mother’s fault because of the nukes! She was exposed to too much radiation when she was pregnant with you brother!”
 
   This revelation gets Val to calm down. She places her hands in her lap and goes very still. Collin continues to push her, slowing a little as they can now hear the sounds of the Stronghold assembling in the stadium.
 
   “This isn’t the first time the Stronghold has dealt with those Monkeys,” Collin says. “Back when your mother first joined DTA, she went on a mission to Peterson Air Force Base. We were in the thick of it again with the Consortium, and the guy in charge of the Teams then, Commander Fawaz, sent DTA down to the base to destroy the control center for the nuclear missiles housed in the Silos.”
 
   He breathes in and then slowly lets it out. Val can feel him shaking slightly as he pushes her along.
 
   “When she got back, she found out she was pregnant,” Collin says. “We were pretty fucking happy, but then Fawaz sent DTA up to the Silos to disable the nukes directly. Information they brought back to the base said that each Silo had its own launch control. The mission wasn’t done.”
 
   “Jesus,” Val whispers. “You let her go?”
 
   “We didn’t know,” Collin says. “No one knew that some of the nukes would be damaged and leaking radiation. The Code Monkeys were in the Silos. They were-are-a cult and worshipped the nukes like gods. Fucking cults.” 
 
   He spits on the ground and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Looking towards the stadium, he sees they are very close.
 
   “Long fucking story short,” he says. “When John was born, we knew the radiation had affected him, but we had no idea how much it had affected her. When she took her life, she was in more pain than you can imagine, both physically and emotionally. She had lived with cancer for years, hiding it from even me for most of those years, until it slowly ate away enough of her that she couldn’t go on. Then your brother died and that was that.”
 
   “That was that?” Val says. “She didn’t say goodbye!”
 
   “I know,” Collin agrees. “And that pisses me off too. But if she’d said goodbye, she wouldn’t have had the strength to do what she did.”
 
   Collin stops the wheelchair and moves around in front, getting to his knees so he is eye level with Val. 
 
   “Before you fully judge her, go talk to your aunt,” Collin says. “She knows the story. She’ll back me up on this. Your mother didn’t die a disgrace, she died a hero. She kept a secret like she was asked to do.”
 
   He gets up and starts pushing her towards the crowd again.
 
   “A secret? What secret?” Val asks. “Dad? What secret?”
 
   “Ask you aunt,” Collin says. “If she doesn’t tell you, then I will, but I think it should come from her directly.
 
   Val scowls as she is wheeled into the stadium. Those that filter in start to wave or say their hellos, but stop when they see the look on her face. Many just nod and turn away quickly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “They were all heroes,” Commander Lee says, finishing up the eulogy for the fallen Mates of the Teams, “as was every single person that fought that day two weeks ago. More than ever, we must live by our words and always remember.”
 
   “Every person counts,” the crowd says, a somber note to the refrain.
 
   “That they do,” Commander Lee says. “After today, the Teams will be making some hard decisions regarding leadership and membership.” She looks out at the couple of thousand faces before her. “We lost six-hundred and forty-eight citizens that day. Many of them would have made perfect candidates for the Teams. The loss of their lives, and any future service they would have provided, will be felt in many ways for years to come. But now is not the time to retreat into our grief. Now is the time to rebuild from that grief. To rebuild what we have here. I’m not talking about rebuilding the houses or the gate. I’m talking about rebuilding the strength that has always been what keeps the Stronghold a beacon of safety and security in this wasteland of a world.”
 
   She stops and locks eyes with every Mate seated in the front row below the platform that she stands upon. They all meet her gaze and nod.
 
   “The Teams are so much more than fighting units out to kill Zs and protect reclaim crews,” she continues. “You have all witnessed that. They are our way of life. They are what we strive to be when we play with sticks and slingshots as kids. Not all of us are cut out for the Teams, and I’m grateful for that, Lord knows what I’d do if every one of you out there were Mates.”
 
   The stadium laughs, all thinking of the chaos that would mean.
 
   “But we all do our part to support them,” she laughs, “even when they do get a little crazy. And part of that support is to join them. Starting next week, we will be holding open Trials for anyone that wants to try for the Teams. It doesn’t matter how old you are, or if you have even completed your two years of mandatory duty, you will be eligible. We don’t have the numbers to pick and choose anymore.”
 
   She stops and glances behind her to where the Mayor and council members are seated, all watching her intently. When she looks back at the crowd, she is in full Commander form.
 
   “As of next week, we will be expanding the Teams,” she announces. “Doubling them, in fact. This means we need any able-bodied person that wants to try for the Trials to do so. This is something that has to be done, because after what happened two weeks ago, we can’t afford to forget.” Her voice grows low. “We have already made that mistake.”
 
   “We always remember!” someone shouts.
 
   Many echo it and the confusion and uncertainty of the crowd changes to one of pride and enthusiasm.
 
   Commander Lee welcomes the enthusiasm, applauding and then saluting the crowd. The Mates all stand and salute her back, those that can. Val, seated in her chair since Stanford has clamped his hand on her shoulder, preventing her from standing, salutes as well, but she can’t help noticing that the enthusiasm does not reach her aunt’s eyes.
 
   The woman looks down at Val and gives her a slight smile and nod.
 
   “Now, the Mayor has a few last words before the fun begins,” Commander Lee says. “I hope to see many of the faces I am looking at now show up to the Trials. Thank you.”
 
   The crowd cheers louder and stands to applaud the commander as she leaves the podium, using a cane that someone hurries up and hands her. The Mates watch her go and Val can’t help but notice how much older her aunt looks. Not just because of the limp, she has from her wound, but from the way her shoulders don’t hold the crisp attention they once did.
 
   She knows she’ll have to speak with the woman, but not today. Today, she will celebrate being alive with the Mates and the rest of the Stronghold. Today, she’ll celebrate the present and the future, leaving the past for others to worry about for just a while longer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Enter,” Commander Lee says from behind her desk. She looks up as the door is opened and smiles. “Val. Just who I wanted to see.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Val says. “Benji came and got me.”
 
   “He’s working well as my personal assistant,” Commander Lee says. “One recommendation my son was actually right about. While I suspect it was so the young man wouldn’t have to be a Runner anymore and can just stay in the Stronghold to be safe.” She grimaces, but not in a mean way. “I’m not getting grandchildren, am I?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Val grins.
 
   “I always thought Ford and that Pickering girl would work out,” Commander Lee muses. “But that was his ‘experimental’ phase, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it was,” Val says. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be,” Commander Lee says, waving her inside. “Sit. Let’s talk.”
 
   Val does sit. It has been a month since the memorial service at Folsom Field, and her wound has healed enough that she no longer winces with simple tasks like sitting and farting hard.
 
   “We still have Trials scheduled,” Val says, shaking her head. “I can’t believe how many people have volunteered for the Teams.”
 
   “Most of them will be fit only for support duty,” Commander Lee says, “as you have witnessed, but many will make good Mates. Some of those for DTA, even.”
 
   “I think so,” Val agrees, waiting.
 
   “Which is why we need to talk,” Commander Lee says. “And this is hard for me to do.” She takes a deep breath. “Despite some objections by your fan club, I have decided that Cole Wright should take over as Team Leader for DTA. I am sorry.”
 
   “No, no, I expected it,” Val says. “I don’t have the experience Cole has. He’s been TL for two Teams, I haven’t. And I don’t know if I’m up for the task anyway.”
 
   “Oh, cut the false modesty crap, Val,” Commander Lee smiles. “We both know you are up for anything.” She nods at the blade strapped to Val’s hip that rests in a new sheath. “You come from a long line of ass-kicking women. You will make a great TL one day, just not today.”
 
   “Totally understood,” Val says. “I get it.”
 
   “Good, good,” Commander Lee says. “Which means I need your help making sure Mates Diaz, Swanncutt, and Peters don’t eat TL Wright for lunch. Can you help with that?”
 
   “I’ve been pulling Cole out of scrapes for years,” Val laughs. “I’m an old pro at that.”
 
   “Perfect,” Commander Lee says, nodding towards the door. “Then I think you have some candidates to put through Hell. Run them hard. DTA only takes the best of the best.”
 
   Val nods, but doesn’t get up.
 
   “Is there something else, Mate Baptiste?” Commander Lee asks. “Something you need to ask? You have that look on your face.”
 
   “Yes,” Val says. “There is something I need to ask, but not as Mate to Commander. I need to ask as niece to aunt. Can I do that?”
 
   Commander Lee looks a little startled, but then her face softens and she nods. “I think so.”
 
   “You know what I’m going to ask, don’t you?”
 
   “I do,” Commander Lee says. “My brother has been bugging me for weeks about whether or not you and I have had the ‘talk’ as he puts it.”
 
   “So you will tell me what really happened with my mother,” Val says. “Who these Code Monkeys actually are?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I can,” Commander Lee says, “which isn’t all that I know.” She holds up a hand to stem Val’s protest. “We are still a military organization, Valencia. I can’t compromise the safety of the Stronghold to make a Mate feel better about her life. Not even if that Mate is my favorite niece.”
 
   She takes a long time before she continues.
 
   “The Code Monkeys used to be part of a group from a place called Circuit City,” Commander Lee says. “Formerly Seattle, Washington. They came here, already messed up in their heads, a full on crazy cult that left that city in ruins, having butchered every last man, woman, and child. This was before they had started to cut their eyes out at birth.”
 
   “Jesus,” Val says. “At birth?”
 
   Commander Lee nods. “We don’t know much about their early days when they got to the Silos, just that they found someone along the way. This person was blind, but may not have been born that way, but we just don’t know.
 
   “They took up residence in the nuclear missile silos. After some time, they almost began to worship the nukes like gods, in a way. It was probably a mix of the technological culture they came from in Circuit City and the religious fervor their new leader created. They lived in the dark in more ways than one. That’s when they began to cut out their eyes; when they started training as blind from birth, choosing the most deadly of themselves to become Code Monkeys. You saw the markings on their backs?”
 
   “Yes,” Val says. “Braille.”
 
   Commander Lee’s eyes go wide, and then she smiles and shakes her head. “Of course. John. I’m a fool to never realize you’d figure it out.”
 
   “The codes?” Val asks. “Do they launch the nukes?”
 
   “Not on their own,” Commander Lee says, “but you already know that. There are over thirty nuclear silos, each one with a separate launch code. I don’t know how many Code Monkeys there are, but the codes on their backs are different. Each one corresponds to a silo. Couple that with the authorization code and the nukes can be launched.”
 
   “But the nukes are disabled,” Val says. “That’s why my mother got sick, why John was born with so many problems. The uranium was removed.”
 
   “But it wasn’t,” Commander Lee says. “We had no where to put it so we left it in the nukes. We just disabled the missiles so they couldn’t fire.”
 
   The weight of what Commander Lee says next is evident on her face, as if years have gone by in a single sentence.
 
   “But we have since repaired the nukes,” Commander Lee says. “When we received warnings that the Consortium had finally obtained their own.”
 
   “Jesus,” Val says. “You repaired them? Was that what the increased tours and patrols for the Silo Teams were for?”
 
   “Partially,” Commander Lee says. “They were also there to make sure things were operational so the nukes could be fired from the command center in Peterson Air Force Base. If we had stuck to the Silos, then we would have been fine. But we wanted a central location, one much closer to the Stronghold than the Silo Park, and I believe that is where the Code Monkeys were hiding.
 
   “The Teams had cleared them from the Silos, or so we thought. It is a maze of interconnected tunnels down there, as we found out later. Those that escaped must have gone to Peterson. Only natural since it is an extension of the Silos in many ways. For a couple decades, they have grown their numbers. Probably taking on refugees that happened upon them, but also breeding their own killers.”
 
   “How did we not see them?” Val asks. “Teams patrol Peterson a few times a year.”
 
   “Yes, true,” Commander Lee says. “But never the nuclear launch control center. That’s where they must have been. Deep down under the base, locked away where we wouldn’t find them and where no Team would go, because they didn’t know about what happened so many years ago.”
 
   “And you kept it silent, why?” Val asks, trying to keep her anger in check.
 
   “The same reason why you will keep what I have told you quiet,” Commander Lee says. “For the good of the Stronghold. We are a strong and proud community, but we are still people. We don’t lose many, but sometimes, folks just wander off into the wasteland, either to end it all or with some dream in their heads that they will find something new and better. They are crazy to think so, but that is life. We couldn’t risk those wanderers telling others, strangers, that the Stronghold has nuclear weapons. It would make us an even bigger target than we already are.”
 
   “Okay, fair enough,” Val says. “I don’t agree, but I see the strategy. But what is this about the Consortium and nukes? Why are we reactivating ours?”
 
   Commander Lee shakes her head. “I can’t answer that yet. I will when I can, but for now, just trust me.”
 
   “Can you answer one question though?”
 
   “Maybe. Depends on the question.”
 
   “How did you find out about the Consortium’s nukes?”
 
   Commander Lee smiles. “The Teams aren’t the only asset the Stronghold has. Let’s just say we have friends in strategic places.”
 
   “Spies?” Val asks, shocked.
 
   Commander Lee shrugs. That’s all the answer Val gets.
 
   The two women watch each other for a minute, and then Commander Lee stands.
 
   “You have Trials to get to, Mate Baptiste.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Val says, getting to her feet. “Thank you for telling me what you could.”
 
   “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Commander Lee says. “Dismissed, Mate.”
 
   Val salutes and nods, turning crisply as she walks to the door.
 
   “Oh, and Val?” Commander Lee asks.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You sure I won’t have grandchildren?”
 
   Val laughs. “I’m never sure of anything with Ford, but I can say someday, you’ll have grandnieces and grandnephews.”
 
   “Hamish? Really?”
 
   Val shrugs. “A girl loves who she loves,” she says, patting her side. “Especially if that love can patch her up and keep her going. Isn’t that we all are looking for? A reason to keep going?”
 
   “Yes, we are,” Commander Lee nods. “Yes, Val, that’s exactly what we are looking for.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hello, candidates,” Cole shouts at the dozens of scared faces before him. The Gym bleachers are filled to capacity and the place is sweltering with the summer heat. “Are you having a good day today?”
 
   No one answers.
 
   “No? Yes?” Cole asks, walking up and down the lines of candidates that have come for the final Trials to decide the new members of DTA. “What? Am I talking to myself?” He grins a wicked grin. “Well, if that’s the case, then how about you all drop and give me infinity push-ups? I’ll tell you when to stop. Once I’m done talking to myself.”
 
   The rows of candidates just stand there.
 
   “FUCKING MOVE NOW,YOU WORTHLESS BAGS OF FUCK ALL!”
 
   The force of his voice is so strong that some of the spectators in the bleachers almost drop and start doing push-ups themselves.
 
   As the men and women, young and old, begin to sweat and strain, Val joins the other members of DTA and walks up and down the lines, shouting at the candidates, badgering them, doing everything she can to get them to quit. She is pleased that none does.
 
   She looks at the expectant faces of the crowd and winks as she sees Hamish amongst them. He gives a quick wave and she rolls her eyes since she can’t wave back while trying to be a hard ass. He nods in understanding and taps his wrist, then he gets up and moves towards the doors. She knows he has responsibilities that have nothing to do with the Teams. 
 
   She almost envies him for a second.
 
   One day, she’ll have to decide whether or not she’ll have responsibilities beyond the Teams. The thoughts of her mother being gone so many times when she was a kid fill her mind. So does the thought of how her mother’s duty to the Teams is what really killed her. Not the cancer, not the suicide, but duty.
 
   Yet, as she looks at her fellow Mates shouting and cursing at the struggling candidates, she knows she isn’t done with that duty. When she is, she’ll sit down with Hamish and figure out the next part of their lives together. For now though, she’s happy with a few good fucks a week and knowing she has someone to come home to after a mission with DTA.
 
   Because now more than ever, Val truly believes that every person counts and even with secrets –especially with secrets- the only way the Stronghold can move forward is to always remember the past.
 
   And hopefully not repeat it.
 
    
 
   The End
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   “Prologue”
 
    
 
    
 
   The land stretching from Cornwall to the south of England and running all the way to the Orkney Islands lying to the north of Scotland belonged mainly to the tainted. They roamed free, hunting down the remaining humans, following a three-year feeding frenzy that had spread the contamination throughout the population of 61,000,000 people in Britain. Ireland was almost completely lost to the Walking Dead, as was much of Europe. 
 
   All continents, the Americas, Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe and Antarctica had fallen. Bands of survivors throughout the planet had formed strongholds, creating modern day fortresses. Behind those high walls, they lived an existence of constant fear that the tainted would find a way in and devour them. 
 
   In London, which was the old capital before the plague, walls of sheer steel over five metres high contained an area bordered by the Thames on one side, running from the famous Tower Bridge.  It extended up to the A1211, turned East as far as the A1, along to the A503, north on the A10 to the A406, and then followed that all the way down to the Thames at North Woolwich. Within North Woolwich were crammed over a million souls, the Pure, which co-existed spending each day doing just that, existing. Numerous other smaller groups had dug in and created less sophisticated strongholds throughout the city and also further afield, across the south of England. Craig Anderson, the Ex-SAS Captain and now the head of security at Fort London had offered those people sanctuary at the capital’s stronghold whenever he came across such a group. Some had accepted and others for reason of religion, stubbornness or idealistic views, had chosen not to take refuge there. 
 
   Anderson had even come across a group of Hell’s Angels in Peckham who had named themselves "The Zombie Chapter.” The Angels had turned a large warehouse into a fortress run by a man called “Hog”, named after the distinctive Harley Davidson motorbike he rode as he led his followers on gathering forays throughout the outer lands on their powerful choppers.
 
   Craig Anderson played a major part in setting up the London fortress, and during the last year had led a snatch squad made up of mostly SAS trained troops into what they now called the outer land.  He led this squad on countless forays to scavenge, and also to gather up and bring in the stragglers of the Pure who were still playing hide and seek with the roaming hordes of WDs. This however, had all but stopped now. There were so few roamers left that the risk could not be justified and his main duty now was to maintain order and security within Fort London, a mini country.   He patrolled and kept the route open with Fort Warwick, a much bigger fortress a hundred miles to the north run by a former drug baron, Karl Bruger.  A man Craig despised, but a man he had little choice but to deal with, for Bruger controlled the new currency and food, not only over Fort London, but also over most of the smaller strongholds to the north. This gave him power over those who were forced to make perilous trips to Fort Warwick. To the south, his control was through Fort London, as many of the strongholds would turn to the larger fort to trade for food supplies bartered from Bruger. 
 
   Just less than two million of the Pure lived within the steel and concrete walls of Fort Warwick, all working under Bruger´s control through his army of thugs, many of whom were ex-service men and a number of ex-SAS troops. Anderson swore that one day he would take Bruger down, take him down and feed him to the tainted. Anderson knew in his heart the time would come. 
 
   However, as much as Anderson yearned for the day to arrive, he had to set that mission aside, for in the gloom and despair of what had become everyday life came a beacon. Suddenly, there was a thin light at the end of the endless Zombie tunnel and the prospect of a future free of the tainted and the living dead, was a possibility. A messiah had come forward, a zombie messiah. 
 
   However, not everyone wanted change. Not everyone wanted the old world order back and one of those was Karl Bruger. He was king of all he surveyed and beyond, and he wanted it to stay that way. Bruger and Anderson were set on a collision course, and the messiah was the Holy Grail of their chosen futures. One wished to drink from it, the other wanted to crush it. Therein follows a running battle through the outer lands where many of the smaller strongholds, including the zombie chapter, were caught up in the war for the messiah. Inevitably, there would be a winner and a loser. For in all battles, there could be only one.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   "We Need To Kill Him"
 
    
 
    
 
   'We've got a bleed on the north wall. Go into lock down,' shouted Craig Anderson sprinting to the modified Land Rover Discovery, his four most trusted men in his team close behind.
 
   'What sector?' checked Tom Parfitt, slamming the vehicle into first gear. The huge tyres complained, sending up a plume of smoke as the rubber heated, melted, and smeared another set of black track marks across the garage floor of one of the mobile bases of Bravo Two Zombie Squad, its blaring siren warning of its approach.
 
   'Sector 14,' snapped Pump from the back seat.
 
   'Put out the warning, Pump,' ordered Anderson.
 
   Pump was his comms man and got his name from his choice of weapon, an 870 Magnum pump action shot gun.
 
   Pressing a series of keys on the on-board communications laptop, he linked into the Fort London BWS (Bleed Warning System) and sent out an automated warning. Within two seconds, a pre-recorded message boomed out through the numerous tannoys set around the fort, warning the populace to keep away from Sector 14, an area taking in part of Tottenham. Immediately, there was a stampede, as men, women, and children, panicked within the sector. Emergency steel walls, which divided the fort into small containment areas, had already slammed up into position from underground, separating Sector 14 from the rest of Fort London. 
 
   Any of the populace in a sector at the time of a bleed would be trapped by the hydraulically operated automated walls, which would be activated at the first warning call. There, the unlucky ones would stay until the clearance units had filtered through the isolated zone.  Each member of the populace would be screened for bites and infection.  Each person at the fort knew every one of the 100 sectors in Fort London. It was part of their conditioning to memorise them like the alphabet, and automatically react at the first warning call of a zombie break-in. Despite regulations not to, many of the populace would try to escape the sector before the steel walls were activated. However, the CCTV network would pick them up, or other members of the fort would point them out as needing screening, as the only way the fort could stay un-infected by the plague and remain Pure.      
 
   'What's the source?' shouted Bull, checking through the side window as the sturdy Discovery swung wildly around a sharp corner bringing them up to Sector 14. Tom pressed a release button on the dash and the steel wall closing off the zone dropped below ground, allowing the four-wheel drive vehicle in. Immediately, they crossed through the gap and the hydraulic ram system lifted the wall to its full 5 metre height, enclosing them within the breached zone. 
 
   'Waste hatch was left open north end of Tottenham. Fifty nine WDs got in before one of the perimeter guards spotted the bleed and slammed the hatch closed,' responded Pump, sharing the information feeding through his earpiece.
 
   'Is the guard okay?' asked Anderson, jumping from the Land Rover as they screeched to a halt in front of a group of twelve shuffling WDs, which were still a safe distance away. Walking to the back, the four men slipped on their personal weapons. The last item lifted out was Anderson's back harness, containing a pair of lethal Kukris, better known as Gurkha Knives. Anderson had this pair made for him with 40 cm long steel blades, formed in the traditional curved shape with a razor sharp inner cutting edge as deadly as a Samurai sword. The handles, made of aluminium to keep the weight of each weapon at just over two pounds, were fitted while still hot so they shrank onto the blades and giving an extremely tight fit. Either one of the honed edges could slice through bone or sinew as if it were paper and each sported the notch out on the blade near the handle, which would allow blood to drop from the razor edge and not flow onto the hand of the combatant.
 
   'Not sure about the guard,' replied Pump as the four men walked forward, shoulder to shoulder. They came to a sudden halt as they spotted what appeared to be the guard shuffling at the front of the group of WDs, blood streaming from a number of bites to both sides of his face. His right cheek hung down completely, looking like a piece of uncooked steak.
 
   'Make that 60,' whispered Anderson.
 
   'It...it’s not as bad as it looks,' stammered the guard, shuffling a little faster to keep ahead of the moaning group behind him. His voice already corrupted as the virus seeped its way through every cell in his body.
 
   'You´re gonna be okay,' smiled Pump striding forward.
 
   'Thank you, thank you,' gasped the guard, reaching out with a bloodied hand.
 
   Standing six feet from the guard, Pump lifted his shotgun from his side and pulled the trigger. The guard’s head disappeared as the magnum slug slammed into him, sending forth a cloudy mist of red and grey.  The scent was like a feeding aphrodisiac encouraging the moaning WDs to keep coming.
 
   Bull lifted his MP5 machine gun and cut a devastating swathe of fire across the legs of the approaching zombies. Eight dropped immediately as the 9mm bullets smashed kneecaps and shins. Still they came, dragging themselves towards the four men, their walking food. Their incessant moaning never altered in pitch or tone despite the splintered bones and cartilage. One of the WDs at the back of the group, a young girl of no more than eleven or twelve with long, blonde hair, dropped to her knees, the side of her head disappearing in a cloud of bloodied grey matter as a high velocity bullet passed through it.
 
   'That you, Spider?' asked Anderson, speaking into his throat mike as he scanned the roof tops.
 
   'Three o´clock high to your position, Cap,' answered Spider, the squad’s babysitter, using Craig’s shortened title. Whenever a bleed was called, Spider would deploy with his M24 Sniper Rifle. An unusual choice for someone in the SAS since the weapon was American. Spider would tell you the story behind it if you asked him, but it amused him to change the tale each time, making it more outrageous with each telling. In either case, the 43 inch long bolt-action rifle with the 10×42 Leupold Ultra M3A telescope sight had saved many in his squad. 
 
    'Got you, Spider,' waved Anderson spotting his guardian angel.
 
   'Heads up, Cap, you got eight WDs coming into the street from a side road at 9 o´clock,' responded the roof top Angel.
 
   'Roger that,' came back Anderson, seeing the first of them, a man in overalls, lumbering into view.
 
   Pump and Bull had already put to rest the remainder of the first group of 12, Pump’s shotgun dealing with four, whilst Bull's MP5 ripped into the others.
 
   The pair now linked back up with Anderson and Tom Parfitt, who were closing in on the overall clad man thirty metres away, who looked as if he could have been a car mechanic. As they walked, the automatic follow up message came over the tannoy system repeating constantly, "Please move to one of the exit points for screening." At those exits, members of Craig’s small army at the fort would open hatches to allow inmates to exit and be screened for bites. This would involve stripping each inmate naked for a visual check. Any scratches or abrasions of any type would be treated as suspect and the inmate would be contained in an isolation area for thirteen hours. Each contained person would be cuffed three metres apart so they could not reach the person next to them, harsh, but necessary. Most of the people at the fort accepted it for the greater good. Thirteen hours was a key length of time, as it had been found that the maximum incubation period for transition was twelve hours. The thirteenth hour had become a watchword within the Fort as the golden number. Everyone wanted to reach the thirteenth hour. Some would succumb after only minutes, depending on how many bites they received or the severity of the attack. The guard was a good example. He had serious wounds to the face and was displaying a shuffling walk only minutes after being bitten and his voice was slurring. Anyone displaying signs of contamination was immediately shot. 
 
   Twenty metres out, there was a high pitched whistle, followed by a muffled thwack as Spider dropped the man in overalls with a precision head shot that left a clean hole in the forehead but not much else at the back. The man sat back onto his backside with a thump, and then fell heavily back onto the pavement. His open skull hit the ground with a crunching sound.
 
   'Save some for me, Spider,' chuckled Bull into his throat mike.
 
   Anderson shot a quick glance at Bull. He would speak to him later. The black giant of a man was beginning to enjoy the kill far too much for his liking. 
 
   The seven other WDs were now passing the dropped black man in the overalls, five women and two children, all moving in the unmistakable stumbling shuffle labelled the Zombie Mambo by the members of Anderson's squad. In his heart, he knew that the humour they injected into their daily tasks wrapped them in a kind of comfort blanket, a barrier against the horror of having to kill women and children, old people, friends, and on occasions, loved ones.
 
   Anderson moved in on the two small boys. None of his men enjoyed erasing the children, so he had to lead from the front. Never ask them to do what you would not do yourself, he had always preached. He shot each cleanly in the head five metres out with his Magnum 44 model 629 hand gun loaded with 44mm cartridges. With the booming flash and a barrel at nearly 12 inches long, it was more like a small cannon. The heads of the two children virtually disappeared as the hollow point cartridges mushroomed on impact, tearing a devastating path of destruction as it sought a way out. 
 
   'Show time,' snapped Pump, taking down an old lady with his shotgun, following up with a head shot from the Sig Saur P226 that he always carried as he walked past the still twitching body.
 
   Bull took out a middle-aged woman dressed in a nightdress, which was smeared with blood. His MP5 tore away the right side of her head in a two second burst.
 
   Tom Parfitt took down the remaining three women, each receiving three seconds of attention from his MP5 that tore through ribs, ripped open lungs and decimated hearts. Bull’s preference was the same weapon, a weapon he had grown to trust and one preferred by many of the SAS during the day. He used and relied on the weapon, during countless operations with Craig Anderson, Tom, and Pump, in some of the most godforsaken pits of the world. It had been his comfort and his mistress. Its size allowed concealment when required, as it could be carried in a shoulder holster. Yet its 200-cartridge magazine allowed for devastating sustained attacks putting it amongst the bad boys of automatic weapons.
 
   'How are we looking, Spider?' asked Anderson, his head swivelling around, his eyes never still, 'Stay alert,' he snapped to his ground troops.
 
   'We is alert, Boss,' quipped Bull, the black giant.
 
   ´Cut the slave jive,’ grinned Anderson.
 
   'No immediate threats detected in your vicinity, Cap,' came back Spider.
 
   'The fifty exit gates around this sector are crammed with our people trying to get out, but they are still moving,´ advised Pump, his head twitching as the message came through to the comms man. ‘Calculation seems to be that we have around fifty thousand still in the sector, should be clear in around eight to ten hours.’
 
   'Any word on the other squads?’  Anderson was referring to other mobile units who would have sent in four man teams to the sector. Each would have his own Guardian Angel to look over them.
 
   Pump kept in constant touch with the squad’s main centre at Sidmouth Park, the position chosen, as it was the approximate centre of Fort London. 'We've got fifteen other teams in the sector, Craig. Trog's team has taken out four WDs. Bones' boys have six and Jumbo's dead beats eleven.'
 
   Anderson winced. Jumbo was sure to hear about Tom's crack. 'Okay means we still have 9 WDs unaccounted for.' 
 
   Pump’s head twitched once more, as a new message came in, the colour draining from his face. 'We got the nine WDs located, Cap. They’ve got a class of five year olds trapped in a classroom at Ferry Lane School on the far side of the sector.’
 
   'Let’s move!' barked Anderson running for the Discovery.
 
   Three minutes later, Tom brought the sturdy four-wheel drive to a screeching halt at the entrance of the school.  The four doors were left swinging as Anderson led the charge through the open door of the building following the screams of children and the frantic shouts of a man. The distraught children drowned out the monotone moans of the WDs until the four men raced into a classroom. There, they found the terrified group of five year olds cowering in a corner behind a man that Anderson assumed was their teacher who was shrieking at the WDs, and wildly swinging a cricket bat. A makeshift barricade of piled up tables and chairs was being broken down as the WDs barged and banged into it.  Arms were outstretched, blood and saliva dripping from their mouths, from which the moans were getting louder and louder as they inched closer to the warm flesh they craved.
 
   'Mind the children,' instructed Craig, his magnum booming out in the confines of the classroom. The 44 shell took the back of the head off an elderly woman, dressed in tweed jacket and skirt. Before the corpse dropped, Bull pulled out a baseball bat from a strap hanging from his belt and hit a young man dressed in football gear directly on the top of his head with such force that it just caved in like a ripe melon.  Grey brain matter squeezed out of both sides with jagged shards of skull.
 
   Tom managed to get clean single shots with his MP5 and took out three WDs standing slightly to the left.
 
   Bull hit two more home runs in a space of three seconds, which left one for Pump, who dropped to one knee to allow him to take an elevated shot because of the children behind the WD. The single shot from the pump action weapon hit the elderly man’s throat, severing it, apart from a few strands of sinew. It left his head dangling as the WD wobbled once and crashed forward onto the barricade.
 
   All the while, the screaming of the children had reached hysterical pitch and the poor besieged teacher was so traumatised that he continued swinging wildly with the bat, even as Anderson screamed at him that it was all over.
 
   The panting teacher suddenly stopped, looking at the four men as if awakening from a nightmare, then stared wide-eyed at the nine corpses on the floor and spread over the barricade.
 
   'Quickly, children, out, out,' he screamed, pulling open the barricade.
 
   The traumatised group ran through, encouraged by Bull, Pump and Tom, who ushered them outside to be gathered up by members of other squads who were arriving outside in the schoolyard.  Anderson was left alone with the teacher as the room emptied. 'You did a great job,' he smiled offering his hand.
 
   The man looked him directly in the eye, his expression pained as he shook his head, 'Not...not so great,' he smiled weakly.
 
   Anderson tilted his head to one side and frowned.
 
   The teacher slowly pulled up his sleeve.
 
   Anderson looked at the deep bite mark on his wrist and arm, dark crimson blood oozing from the wound. Anderson realised the wrist wound would have sent the virus coursing through his body via the ulna and radial arteries along with a number of major veins quickly.
 
   He stepped back and raised his Magnum, 'I'm so sorry.'
 
   'Not as sorry as me,' shrugged the man, fighting the early transition symptoms as his lips curled back in a half snarl, his head twitching as the virus began to take control.
 
   'You have a message for anyone?' asked Anderson softly, his heart sinking.
 
   The man started to sway, building up for the Zombie Mambo, his face contorting as he struggled to speak. 'Tell...tell my wife, I...I…' The man let out a low moan and began to shuffle forward, lost to the virus.
 
   Craig placed one shot between the teacher’s eyes, turned, and walked out.
 
   Outside, the group guessed what had happened.
 
   'You, um...you okay, Craig?' asked Tom softly.
 
   Anderson stopped in his tracks halfway towards the waiting four-wheel drive and spun around, 'Okay...Okay!' he yelled. 'Yeah, I'm good, having a great day. I just had to kill a man who gave his life to save the children in his care.' His voice was getting higher, drawing the attention of the gathered squads. 'Just before I popped him he asked me to...’ Anderson stopped suddenly and took a deep breath, 'Sorry, Tom.'
 
   'Forget it,' shrugged his lifelong friend, 'you always were an asshole.'
 
   Anderson smiled and wagged a warning finger at his friend, 'Don't overdo the friendship card.'
 
   'Whatever,’ grinned Tom climbing into the Discovery. 'Where are we going?'
 
   Anderson sighed deeply, rubbing a huge hand over his tired features, 'I need to deliver a personal message.’
 
    
 
   Six hours later, Anderson was sitting with the general council leader in his office set up in the Barbican.
 
   'How are things in sector 14, Craig,' asked Steve Knight, the elected president of Fort London Council of the People.
 
   'Screenings all done, WDs all accounted for.'
 
   'Any newly infected?’
 
   Hanson’s heart lurched for a second at the memory of the teacher and the meeting with his wife, where he had to second-guess the message he wanted to pass on to her. ‘He said to tell you that he loved you,’ he had told her. ‘Said to tell you to remember him as he was,’ he lied. 
 
   ‘We lost twenty five people,' continued Anderson. ‘Á hundred are being held in the holding area, but I think they’re clean. We´ll know when each reaches the thirteenth hour.´
 
   'Clean up?'
 
   'Done.' It was always just referred to as the clean up. Chucking the bodies over the walls to the tainted might seem thoughtless, even disgusting, but it was the most hygienic way to keep the fort clean. There was not enough ground to spare for burials and the WDs were constantly at the walls anyway, so it made sense to use them to the advantage of the fort. Bodies would be picked clean in minutes, disease kept from the populaces. 
 
   'We… um...we have a new problem, Craig.'
 
   'Guessed the day was not going to get any better,' sighed the tired ex-SAS captain.
 
   'The trucks came in from Fort Warwick an hour ago. They...they brought a message from Bruger.’
 
   Even the mention of Fort Warwick and Bruger made Anderson’s heart rate rise. Karl Bruger was the self-imposed leader of the massive fort, an ex-drug baron who had seized control when the opportunity arose, imposing his will over nearly two million souls with a mixture of reward and fear. 'What’s the message?'
 
   Knight slipped a single page of typed text across his desk towards Anderson.
 
   'Just tell me, Steve,' responded Anderson coldly not wanting to touch anything Bruger had.
 
   Knight rose and stood with his back to his chief security officer to look out of the plate glass window onto the small garden where he often went and sat. The ten feet square area was his sanctuary where he would often escape with a cup of treasured coffee. Closing his eyes, he could make believe that the world was as it used to be and that the plague had never come, and when he opened his eyes, it will have all been a bad dream. It never worked. He had tried it many times. 'Price for the food supplies has changed.'
 
   'Tell him to go fuck himself,' spat Anderson.
 
   Knight snorted as he turned, 'Oh I would love to do that, Craig, believe me. Nothing would give me more pleasure but...'
 
   'I know, Steve, I know. We need the food,' sighed Anderson in resignation.
 
   Steve nodded. The long spoon of acceptance of having to sup with the Devil was not sitting well in his hand.
 
   'What does he wants now?' Anderson had to fill many shopping lists on countless scavenging trips for Bruger. Items ranging from TVs to computers, exercise bikes, alcohol and countless other whims of the maniac, apart from the mainstay of their trade, the low quality fuel that Fort London produced at its crude refinery.
 
   Knight swallowed deeply, ‘He...he wants 50 women from our fort. Pure women for...’  
 
   Knight didn't get to finish as Anderson exploded to his feet. ‘He wants us to pimp for him. No, Steve not a chance. Not gonna happen.'
 
   Knight sat onto the edge of his desk as Anderson paced back and forth, the President not being prepared to speak until the man had calmed down. At six feet five and two hundred and sixty pounds of which less than seven percent was fat, the ex-SAS man was an intimidating figure. Add to that a set of fighting skills normally spread amongst six men that Knight had seen at close quarters and anyone would understand his hesitance. Eventually, his security chief stopped pacing and turned eyes onto Knight that were so filled with hate Knight actually caught his breath. 'We...we need the food, Craig,' he reminded quietly.
 
   Anderson leaned down, his face inches from Knight, 'No, Steve,' he hissed his voice razor edged, ‘we need to kill him.'
 
    
 
    
 
   Bravo Two Zombie is available from Amazon here.
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