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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GROUP was out of breath from fighting off the horde. Thomas moved to check on Bryan; he had been bitten on the side of his head. Blood gushed through the slits in his fingers of the hand he had held against the injury. 
 
    He was already starting to turn as he raised his head to him and glared. His dark skin was beginning to fade and turn a dark grey, his other hand reached out as if he was asking for help, but Thomas knew that it was the zombie that had taken over and wanted to take a bite and bring him over to his side of the apocalypse that he had been forced to be in. Apparently his mind still a bit intact before turning, he shook his head and began waving Thomas away from him. Thomas backed up, Bryan fell to the ground with a thud and blood puddled around him.  
 
    “BRYAN!” Atora screamed running toward him.  
 
    Thomas grabbed her around the waist and flung her back before she made it past him.  
 
    “He’s done for. Leave him be.” Thomas instructed her.  
 
    Atora stopped next to Thomas and watched as Bryan’s body began to twitch. Theywatched the foam bubble from his mouth mix with his own blood on the pavement and down the sides of his face. Atora turned her face into Thomas’ shoulder to not watch the horrid transformation. Thomas turned her quickly and hurried with Atora’s head still buried into him back to the gate. 
 
    Eric held Karlin by the arm as she struggled to make her way over to her mother.  
 
    Willy and Alex cleaned Ashley up as much as they could and jumped into the car. They drove through the gate that Atora, Thomas, and Andrew had rushed to open earlier. Eric pulled Karlin through after letting her watch the car go through. The gate was shut in a hurry and all rushed to help take care of Ashley. Willy and Alex pulled her out and laid her on the ground in the shade. Her face was almost torn off from being dragged on the asphalt, and they couldn’t tell if the injuries were bite marks or road rash. All they could do is clean her up more and wait to see what happened.  
 
    Eric finally let go of Karlin and she ran to her mother.  
 
    “Momma! Please wake up!” Karlin cried.  
 
    Atora heard the gate shut and lifted her head to see  Karlin crying over her mother. She ran over, knelt down next to Ashley and felt for a pulse on her blood stained neck but was barely able to feel anything. She tried to secretly glance at the others that stood over her lifeless body without Karlin seeing her, letting them know that she was almost gone. Karlin laid her head on her mom’s chest and sobbed.  
 
    “She isn’t breathing, do something!” Karlin screamed, keeping her ear glued to her mom’s chest.  
 
    Eric grabbed Karlin’s shoulders and pulled her back.  
 
    “Sometimes things like this happen. You have to learn what you can and cannot do; and your mother took on something she could not do.” Eric explained in his own way.  
 
    “You sorry son of a bitch! You stood out there killing a few of these mother fuckers while the rest of us battled it out to save our own. We are a group that is supposed to take care of each other. I have watched you laugh and only kill those that are coming at you. You have not helped us. You have helped them kill off the only family some of us have left.” Alex backed Eric against the car.  
 
    Eric brought the bat, still in hand, back over his head. “Back the fuck off of me! If y’all can’t handle this shit, get the hell off my land!”  
 
    Alex backed away and stared at Eric as he walked away from the group. Atora held Ashley’s head in her arms as she felt her body go limp. She rubbed her hand across the top of her head and laid her gently down on the ground.  
 
    “Not my mom!” Karlin cried, burying her face into her hands.  
 
    Willy and Thomas ran to Karlin for comfort and began walking her back to the house.  
 
    “Get this dead body off my property!” Eric told Andrew as he walked past him.  
 
    Andrew stared at the unremorseful man’s back and wondered what he wanted him to do with the mother of one of the children they had taken on to be a part of the group.  
 
    Andrew grabbed a nearby shovel that had been dropped inside the gate and began to dig in the grassy area next to the gate. He figured it would be the only proper way. Andrew questioned his loyalty to Eric as he dug, and could not believe that he had nothing to say except to get Ashley off his property. He didn’t want to be a part of Eric’s group anymore, but had nowhere else to go. He was a hostage here, and Eric knew that none of them would leave unless they wanted to be out with the masses of hordes.  
 
    Andrew made a beautiful cross from a few pieces of the leftover wood that had not been used, painted it a bright pink for Ashley and stuck it in the ground where he had buried her.  
 
    “That is nice Andrew, thank you for doing that.” Alex startled him as he put the remaining touches on the cross.  
 
    Andrew stood quickly spinning around.  
 
    “Thanks, figured it would give Karlin somewhere to come to. Why is Eric like that? Why did he offer all of us to stay, if he was just going to treat us like such shit? You know military wasn’t even this bad.” Andrew scanned over his work of the make shift grave of their lost friend.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I have about had it with the man. I am not sure where his thoughts are at. It is almost a little scary to think that he has any say in what we do. But, what other choice do we have but to leave?” Alex stated. “I can’t believe that Bryan is gone.”  
 
    The two strolled back to the house and entered to a yelling match going on between Atora and Eric.  
 
    “No, she needs to grieve for her mother, leave her the hell alone!” Atora screamed.  
 
    Andrew and Alex walked in as Eric moved toward Karlin and ripped the little girl from Atora’s grasp. “She NEEDS to learn to deal with death!” Eric stated.  
 
    “Look, Andrew built a place for Ashley and buried her there with a nice headstone and all. You could give her a minute.” Alex tried to mediate.  
 
    Karlin stumbled to Eric. “Can I please go see my mom?” She stared at him with her big red teared eyes.  
 
    Eric glared at the little girl. “You may go for five minutes and then back to the tower, do you understand?” Looking up at Atora as he smiled.  
 
    Atora bit her tongue and walked to Karlin, guiding her out of the front door without saying a word.  
 
    Rue came out of the kitchen after it had quieted down. “Dinner is ready.” She told everyone.  
 
    Everyone began to somberly make their plates and settle wherever they were able to find a spot. Rue and the remaining children made their way out of sight into the back bedroom. Karlin and Atora returned and made a plate, even though she had told Atora she did not want to eat. Karlin and Atora sat across the room from Eric. Karlin began to feel uneasy as Eric stared at her while she ate with a bit of a smirk on his face.  
 
    “You have disobeyed me Karlin. That is not good. I said I wanted you in the tower.” Eric finally blurted out.  
 
    “Yes sir.” Karlin rose with her drink in one hand and plate in the other and walked slowly out of the front door.  
 
    She had eaten her food before she made it to the tower and carefully climbed the ladder with her drink. She sat down and wished that she could see her mother. 
 
    Eric began to assign shifts for the tower and made his way back to the bedroom to see Rue and the kids. Each child made their way one by one to throw their plates away and directly back to the room. The group could hear Rowena whine a bit as she was not getting fed right that second. They all wondered how Rue and Eric knew each other and why all was so secretive between them.  
 
    The remaining of the group huddled together in sleeping bags on the floor and took naps to rest for their shifts that they were to take on throughout the night. As the sun went down, Thomas rose to take on his shift and relieve Karlin to get some rest, he knew she needed it from the day she had. She needed her time to grieve and realize her family was now them.  
 
    Thomas gathered his back pack, rifle and some water to take with him and headed out across the dirt filled land. He could see the tower, but was not able to see Karlin’s head or any sign of her in the tower. Thomas scanned the land and over to Ashley’s grave. Thomas quickened his step and made it to the ladder quickly climbing up.  
 
    “KARLIN!” He whisper yelled.  
 
    With no response, he hurried up the ladder and into the tower. Karlin was curled onto the floor in the corner asleep. Thomas smiled and held his hand to his chest with relief. He watched Karlin for a moment debating on if he should let her sleep off some of her grief or wake her up. He thought it would be a good idea to let her sleep and seated himself quietly in the chair. He propped his gun against the wall and scanned the area for anything wandering around. With nothing moving in sight, he sat back in the chair and a squeak bounced off the walls. Karlin started to stir, her eyes opened wide and looked around when she saw Thomas.  
 
    “Oh no, I fell asleep. I’m sorry.” She said with worry.  
 
    “It’s fine hon, you are fine.” Thomas told her.  
 
    Karlin relaxed for a moment, she pushed her thin brown hair out of her face and balled herself back up in the corner.  
 
    “I don’t want to go face everyone.” She admitted.  
 
    “I understand. You can stay up here if you would like.” Thomas offered.  
 
    The two sat in quiet for a while. Thomas watched the roads and waited for anything to move. 
 
    “KARLIN!” Eric’s stern voice called from below.  
 
    Thomas peered out of the small doorway down at him. He stood cross armed at the bottom of the ladder.  
 
    “KARLIN!” He hollered out again.  
 
    Karlin took a full breath and blew it out and stood to make her way down the ladder. Before she reached the bottom step, Eric grabbed her off and set her hard on the ground on her feet. 
 
    “We don’t need two watchers. You need to get your ass to the house, now!” He scolded.  
 
    Karlin looked up at Thomas and waved. She ducked her head and started walking. “You should have sent her on when you got here.” Eric hollered at Thomas. 
 
    “She was sleeping, more than likely cried herself to sleep. She did just lose her mother you know?” Thomas questioned.  
 
    Thomas glared at Eric. Eric smiled at Thomas and turned away to follow Karlin. 
 
    Thomas wanted to jump down and punch Eric, but did not need to be kicked out into the cruel world of the apocalypse by himself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THOMAS SAT ranting quietly to himself over the man that made himself the leader of the group that had become a family; well all of them except for Rue and Eric. He thought for a moment and wondered why Rue had not become close to any of them. He wondered why they were both so stand offish from being nice. But they were all stuck, they couldn’t leave the land without being stuck out in the craziness.  
 
    A noise below him took him from his thoughts of the craziness of Eric. Thomas stood and grabbed his rifle. He peered through the scope scanning around the outside of the fence. He quickly panned back to the gate hearing another sound from that way. A young girl came into his scope. He watched her for a moment as she pushed on the gate quietly trying to enter. She watched over her shoulder and turned her attention back to trying to open the gate.  
 
    “Can I help you ma’am?” Thomas asked in a low tone.  
 
    The woman’s head shot up at the voice with the last bit of sun reflecting off of her glasses. She looked behind her again and then back to Thomas.  
 
    “I have been stuck out here for days with nothing, all by myself except for the crazies wanting to eat me. I saw the gate and figured there must be some kind of safety behind it.” She rattled off.  
 
    “Name?” Thomas questioned.  
 
    “Adrianna, please please can I come in?” She begged.  
 
    Thomas stared for another moment and turned to step down to the first rung of the ladder.  
 
    “Hurry, I hear them!” Adriana bellowed from behind the gate.  
 
    Thomas quickened his descend. He made his way to the gate and removed the stabilizing poles and unchained the gate. Adrianna hurried through as soon as the gate was barely ajar and turned to help push it closed. Thomas refastened the gate and replaced the poles.  
 
    “Thomas.” He stuck out his hand.  
 
    Adrianna shook his hand as her back pack dropped from her shoulder and hung at her elbow.  
 
    “How old are you?” He asked the newbie.  
 
    “Twenty.”  
 
    Thomas widened his eyes at her response, surprised that a girl her age had made it. She was short with dark hair piled on top of her head and glasses that looked as though they had been drug across the asphalt a few times. She had pale white skin which made Thomas wonder how she was not burned by the few sunny days they had before now.  
 
    “I’m going to have to clear you being here with Eric. You can wait in there.” Thomas pointed to the barn.  
 
    Adrianna nodded and began her walk to the barn while she reached for the bag at the bend of her arm and unzipped it. She pulled the last bit of water she had been saving from the bag and downed it as she entered the barn. She put the bottle back in her bag and sat down up against the dusty wall. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath and let it out. She felt relief being somewhere that she did not have to watch all around her to make sure she wouldn’t be eaten.  
 
    “A girl has shown up, her name is Adrianna.” Thomas told Eric who sat in a chair eating his dinner.  
 
    Eric shot his head up to Thomas. “And you let her in?” He asked before taking another bite.  
 
    “She is in the barn, I told her to wait there.”  
 
    Eric stood and grabbed a pistol that sat next to him and swung open the door. Thomas looked at the others in confusion and followed Eric.  
 
    Eric’s strides were quick and long. Thomas watched the tattooed lanky man make his way angrily to the barn.  
 
    “I don’t think she is a very big threat Eric. She is just barely twenty years old.”  
 
    “I need to know who in the hell anyone is before they come in!” Eric turned his head.  
 
    Thomas shrugged taking a quicker pace to catch up. 
 
    “I couldn’t just leave her outside the gate until you got here, she would have been killed. She is just a kid.” Thomas was almost jogging to keep within Eric’s ear shot.  
 
    “Who in the hell are you?” Eric hollered as he entered the barn.  
 
    Adriana sprung up from the floor with her big brown eyes popping out at him.  
 
    “Adrianna sir.” She replied.  
 
    “Why are you here?” He asked with his mean tone.  
 
    “To be safe from the zombies. I’ve been out there for days on my own. I just needed off the streets and somewhere safe.” She explained.  
 
    “We don’t just let anyone in here. Are you willing to follow all of the rules?” He asked her.  
 
    Adrianna nodded and stuck her hand out to the man that was fairly good looking to her. Eric turned passing by Thomas.  
 
    “Set her up with Atora.” Eric instructed.  
 
    Thomas and Adrianna looked at each other. Thomas shrugged as Adrianna moved her head to the side to look around Thomas.  
 
    “That is one awesome looking son of a bitch.” Adrianna smiled.  
 
    “You got the son of a bitch right.” Thomas replied. “Look, it is not the best place, but it is something. Eric is the man of the land apparently and gives the orders. There are a few others I will take you to meet and show you where you can sleep and I gotta get back to keeping watch.”  
 
    Adrianna nodded and followed Thomas down the small dirt path to the house.  
 
    They made their way inside. Everyone stood in the living area getting ready to head to bed.  
 
    “Guys, this is Adrianna, Eric approved she stay and said to set her up in the room with Atora. I have to get back to the tower.”  
 
    “Everyone needs to get ready for a trip out tomorrow. We need to pick up a few goods we can use. We will be heading north to see what we can find.” Eric said in a low voice entering the room. 
 
    Adrianna had not even been able to catch everyone’s name before being guided to the room where she would sleep. She laid down in the same room with Atora and Karlin and fell fast to sleep without any worries of zombies.  
 
    ***   
 
    “Up and at ‘em!” Eric screamed walking up and down the hallway banging on the doors.  
 
    The whole house made an appearance quickly after dressing into the living room.  
 
    “Nate, Thomas, Willy, Alex, new girl and Karlin; load up. We head out in one hour.” Eric instructed.  
 
    The handpicked ones filed out of the house and to the van, Adrianna followed unsure of what was going on except they were going on a trip.  
 
    “What are we doing?” She asked Thomas.  
 
    “You need to have a weapon.” Thomas handed her a knife from his waistband.  
 
    Adrianna took the knife and followed the group into the van.  
 
    “Willy, drive.” Eric pulled open the passenger door.  
 
    The rest made themselves comfortable in the back seats. Andrew hurried over to the gate and opened it up letting them pull through, saluting as they passed by him then closed the gate.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Karlin whispered to Alex.  
 
    “I don’t know honey. Just stick with me okay.” Alex told her.  
 
    Karlin nodded and shot her big blue eyes around the van at everyone. She was worried that she would end up like Tyler. She pushed her soft brown hair out of her face and watched the passing trees and zombies and wished for her mother to be there.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Karlin.” She said softly.  
 
    “Hi honey, I am Adrianna. Aren’t you a little young to be going on trips out here?” She turned in her seat to be able to look at the small framed girl.  
 
    “Eric wants us to all know how to take care of ourselves. 
 
    Adrianna crinkled her forehead not sure that a child needed to be in these kinds of surroundings so young. Before Alex could stop her she turned back to the front.  
 
    “Should we really have a child going?” She questioned to the front.  
 
    The crew on board all turned to look at her and then all of them turned at once back to Eric.  
 
    Eric slowly turned his head towards the back looking at the floor of the van. “Yes, yes we should.”  
 
    “Why would we not leave her back at the house?” She asked.  
 
    Eric shot his eyes up to hers. “Because I said she comes and that is that. You will learn that what I say is just the way it goes.”  
 
    Adrianna raised her eyebrows and pulled her lips into her mouth to will them to stay shut. Eric turned back to watch the road. Adrianna looked at Alex, Nate, Thomas and Karlin. Thomas put his finger up to his mouth telling her to be quiet. Reluctantly, she turned to watch out of the window.  
 
    “Hey a restaurant!” Nate hollered out.  
 
    “We should stop and see if there is anything useful.” Thomas suggested.  
 
    Eric pointed Willy over to the parking lot.  
 
    Pulling up to the front doors, Nate slid open the van door, looked around his side of the van and stepped out. Adrianna followed, then Thomas, Alex and Karlin. They made their way to the two double red doors. Nate and Alex took up both sides of the doors and Thomas placed his hand over his forehead and leaned in to see inside the glass doors.  
 
    “Looks okay.” Thomas told them.  
 
    Nate and Alex grabbed the golden handles on the doors and slowly pulled. Alex pushed Karlin behind him and Adrianna stood behind Thomas. Nate and Alex shot their heads around the door to look in to see if there was any danger lurking inside. Thomas handed Adrianna the flash light over his shoulder from his belt then held up his rifle and started walking forward. Adrianna followed shining the light back and forth across the red tiled floor and across the green colored walls.  
 
    “Looks cleared out guys, come on.” Thomas hollered out.  
 
    The group followed in with their weapons, waiting for any surprise that may arise. They spread across the small lobby and into the dining area where tables had been turned over. They covered all areas.  
 
    “Stay behind me Karlin.” Alex advised.  
 
    Suddenly the doors opened and the group turned quickly ready to fight.  
 
    “Scared ya huh?” Eric laughed.  
 
    Everyone shook their heads and went back to making sure the place was safe.  
 
    “I would like beef and broccoli!” Nate spat out in his best Chinese accent.  
 
    Everyone giggled a bit at Nate’s impression when they saw the Chinese writing on the wall and the buffet style pans on the counters.  
 
    “Oooh, sweet and sour chicken sounds nice.” Nate continued his accent. “Chinese zombie eat white man.”   
 
    The group laughed as they all moved forward through the restaurant. Thomas and Adrianna rounded the corner to the hallway where the men and women bathroom signs were. Alex, Nate and Karlin cautiously pushed the swinging metal door open that led to the kitchen and scanned the area before entering. Eric and Willy both stood mid room back in the dining room waiting to hear clear on both ends of the restaurant.  
 
    “Kitchen is clear.” Alex hollered.  
 
    “Pretty sure there is something back here.” Thomas responded.  
 
    Nate, Alex and Karlin hurried to the dining room; Willy led them with pistol drawn to the hallway.  
 
    “There is noise in here.” Thomas stood outside the men’s bathroom.  
 
    “Well, let’s get it done I guess. Can’t just leave the drunk in there.” Nate stood with his back to the door. “Ready?” He asked the group.  
 
    Nate pushed the door with his back, knife raised and turned just as a small Chinese bastard turned from the back wall and made his way towards him.  
 
    “Hiiii yaaaaa!” Nate hollered as he gouged the knife into the scrawny man’s head.  
 
    Everyone laughed and turned to check the other bathroom further down the hall. Adrianna placed her ear against the women’s bathroom door and listened.  
 
    “I don’t hear anything.” She whispered over to the others.  
 
    BOOM! Sounded against the door. Adrianna jumped and stumbled down the hall bouncing from wall to wall toward the dining hall and ran into Eric. He caught her by the shoulders and pushed her back down the hall making her fall backwards to her ass.  
 
    “New girl and Karlin will go in.” Eric demanded.  
 
    Adrianna and Karlin shot their heads toward Eric. “Let’s not sit around on our asses. Let’s move!!” He said sternly, making fun of Adrianna still on the floor.  
 
    Adrianna got up and moved towards Karlin. She stepped in front of Karlin and took the knife Thomas had given her and got ready. She steadied her feet and held the knife up over her shoulder.  
 
    “Open it up.” She told the guys.  
 
    Alex pushed open the door and let Adrianna slip past him, she kept her back tight against the wall as Karlin tried to enter with her. Adrianna stood where she was able to keep Karlin outside of the door. Not seeing anything, Adrianna took a step forward and allowed Karlin in behind her. Adrianna bent over and looked underneath the stalls for any feet. She didn’t see anything and took another step forward, Karlin following right on her heels. Alex watched Eric take a step towards them to watch with a smile on his face. 
 
    Alex shook his head at him and dropped his chin to his chest, looking for the will to not to punch him out. He was enjoying the possibilities of a woman and a child being in danger entirely too much.  
 
    Karlin turned and looked behind the door then bent down to look with Adrianna.  
 
    “WATCH OUT!!!” Eric screamed.  
 
    Adrianna, Karlin and all four men jumped and readied their weapons. Eric belted out a loud laugh that echoed down the hallway.  
 
    “Just kidding.” Turning away from the group he had startled still bellowing laughter through the restaurant.  
 
    Adrianna burst out of the bathroom and rushed down the hallway.  
 
    “What the fuck is your problem?” Pushing Eric from behind.  
 
    Eric tripped over a leg of a chair and caught himself, he gained his balance, turned fast and backhanded Adrianna back to the floor.  
 
    “Woman, you don’t put hands on me.” He told her watching her fall.  
 
    Thomas ran to Eric as he raised his hand again and caught it as it came down to hit her again.  
 
    “In my day, hitting a woman meant you were a coward.” Thomas stated looking Eric straight in the eye.  
 
    Eric yanked his fist away from Thomas’ grasp and started a staring match with Thomas. “You can do what you will to me, but not to a female.” Thomas stated.  
 
    Thomas took a step back ready for Eric’s wrath to come down on him, instead Eric backed away and turned to look at the dining room.  
 
    Another loud bang came from the bathroom that Adrianna and Karlin had just left from. Everyone turned to look down the hallway.  
 
    “Leave it, it can’t get out. Gather any food they have here and we need to take any silverware and dishes that they have.” Eric instructed.  
 
    Adrianna still stunned, held her hand to her face as Willy and Alex helped her up. Karlin stayed back in the hallway trying to not draw attention to herself and stay out of the way. Thomas and Nate made their way past Eric to the kitchen and began gathering things in a box found in an oversized pantry. The rest followed once they checked out Adrianna. Karlin brought up the rear.  
 
    “Karlin, stay out here with me.” Eric told her.  
 
    She stopped mid step and sat in one of the few chairs that were sat upright. “Get up, we don’t sit around. Go watch outside for any of them.”  
 
    Karlin hesitated then headed to the door. She stood staring out into the parking lot. She could see one walking down the street, but nothing that was of any threat. She looked back at the man that she feared, he was staring back at her.  
 
    “You know Karlin, you have to be able to take care of yourself when we are all gone. That is why I am so hard on you, you have to know how to handle things.” Eric explained.  
 
    Karlin nodded and turned back to watching. Eric never went to help the others and seemed to be just standing around in the dining area when the rest came out with boxes full of things they could use.  
 
    “Get out there and open the back of the van.” Eric told Karlin.  
 
    The group hurried so that she would not be going outside alone and made it to the back just as she opened the doors.  
 
    “There was one walking down the street, but I think he is gone.” Karlin pointed to the road.  
 
    Nate and Thomas turned to watch as the others loaded their boxes. Karlin closed the doors and everyone made their way back inside.  
 
    “Only able to fit a couple of more boxes.” Willy said passing by Eric.  
 
    They gathered another two boxes of the food that was left in the pantry and Willy and Nate carried them back out to the van.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Willy poked his head back inside. “A couple of them are out in the road and will head this way if they hear us.” 
 
    The group hurried to the van and loaded up. Eric hopped in the passenger seat. Willy started the van and watched an undead woman and man make their way quickly through the parking lot. He backed up, went around both of them and headed back onto the road. Night fall was coming and soon he would not be able to see them before he hit them, he stepped on the gas to try and speed up.  
 
    “Slow down, if we get stuck out here after sundown, we will just have to deal with it.” Eric said.  
 
    “I don’t want to run into a horde like before.” Willy expressed his concern. 
 
    “Do as I say.” Eric stated calmly to his driver.  
 
    Willy slowed the van and crept around each of the abandoned cars and any undead walking through them. Some he had to wait for them to pass the front of the van before stepping on the gas again.  
 
    Finally made it back to the gate, where there were at least ten standing amongst the gate and walking into it and then backing up and walking into it again. Nate slid the door back and began to step out with his weapon of choice that day, which happened to be a golf club he had dug up in the garden a few days before.  
 
    “New girl, go.” Eric told her.  
 
    Adrianna stepped from the van with her knife and followed Nate. Thomas went to follow to help with the group of pricks standing in their way.  
 
    “No, close the door.” Eric stated.  
 
    Thomas retracted himself from the door and sat back down, Alex pushed the door closed from his seat in the back. They all watched as Nate and Adrianna approached them.  
 
    “Get what we can from the back and then we won’t have as many when they realize we are here.” Nate set the game plan.  
 
    Nate swung his golf club into the head of the first one and Adrianna raised her knife with both hands and came down on another. By the second one Nate hit with the club and Adrianna had taken another by the hair to stab; the others had started to turn around and head for them with their arms outstretched. Nate swung a big swing and took out two at once. Adrianna gouged another on the side of its head, and quickly withdrew her knife and hurried to stick it in another one. Both of them worked quickly and came down to the last three when Adrianna tripped over the one that she had just pulled her knife out of and a man started to fall on top of her, Adrianna rolled out of the way of the falling zombie and jumped up turning to stab the fallen one in the head. Another one came behind her and fell on top of her putting her stomach on the ground. She could hear its growling close to her ear. She quickly pulled her head the opposite way of the loud growl and tried to roll herself over under the dead weight of the man on top of her but couldn’t. Nate buried his club into another before hearing Adrianna’s grunts to try and push the man off of her back. He ran to her and pulled the man from her and threw him backwards quickly grabbing Adrianna to help her stand. The man seemed to be in a hurry to get to them and bear crawled across the ground. Nate swung his club up and hit the man square in the chin, it knocked him back, he shook his head and growled at them. Adrianna ran to him and buried her knife in his skull. One more was trying to make her way to them so Nate took one big swing and took off her head.  
 
    “Hey we are good out here, open it up.” Nate hollered to whoever was on watch.  
 
    Atora removed the poles and pulled the gate open, Nate and Adrianna ran in and collapsed out of the way up against the fence.  
 
    Atora closed the gate after the van pulled in and replaced the poles before running to Adrianna and Nate.  
 
    “You guys okay? What the hell are y’all doing out there by yourselves?” Atora gave them a drink from her water bottle she had brought down with her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE WERE the chosen ones.” Adrianna heaved out after her drink and handed it to Nate.  
 
    Atora helped them both up and they all headed to the van that Willy had parked next to the barn to unload. Eric was already out and supervising every one of their jobs and where to put things.  
 
    While everyone was hard at work, Eric left to the house. The smell of dinner got stronger the closer he got. He dropped his bat inside the door and went to the kitchen. Rue handed him a plate without saying a word. Barker and Linda looked up at him and ran to the back room from the small table where they were sitting. Rowena sat on Rue’s hip while she made another plate and walked back to the back room.  
 
    Eric threw his plate in the trash and made his way back to the room to check on the group. Andrew watched as Eric walked by him without saying a word.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Eric asked Rue.  
 
    “Yep, just trying to do what I am supposed to.” Rue stated.  
 
    “Good girl. Kids, are you all behaving for your momma?” He asked.  
 
    “Yes sir.” They muttered without looking up.  
 
    “Barker, you are gonna get out here tomorrow and help work the yard.” Eric told him.  
 
    “Eric, you said if I followed your rules, that the kids could stay here safe with me.” Rue stepped in front of Barker.  
 
    “He will be safe, he is just working the yard, I’m not sending him out in the streets…yet.” He told her.  
 
    Rue’s eyes began to fill with tears. “I have been with you from day one Eric, believing all that you believe and do. You owe me. Don’t take them from me.”  
 
    Eric grabbed Rue and pulled her to him and kissing her hard on the mouth then turned and walked away.   
 
    The rest of the group, except for Andrew who had gone to keep watch, walked in as Eric made it back to the living room. Everyone got their plates and filled them with food and sat in a circle on the living room floor and began to eat quietly until Eric walked outside.  
 
    “What is the deal, why is he like that?” Adrianna asked.  
 
    “He says that he has had hard times with other people and that it his job to keep everyone in line to keep everyone safe. So he keeps acting like that and we have no choice but to abide by his little rules or we have been warned that we will be kicked out into the midst of the apocalypse.” Atora explained.  
 
    Adrianna nodded in an understanding manner, there really was nothing they could do unless they wanted to go back on the road fighting for their life.  
 
    They all finished up and began to clean up when Rue walked in with bloodshot eyes.  
 
    “You okay?” Nate asked her.  
 
    Rue only nodded and went on helped with cleaning. Nate grabbed her hand and squeezed and let go quickly, just to let her know that he was there if she needed him. All made their way to their rooms and laid down, happy to be able to rest. Adrianna was happy to be set up in the room with Atora and Karlin and was happy to have a roof over her head. She laid and wished that she still had her family and friends with her.  
 
    A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. The door squeaked open and Eric waved his hand at her to come out of the room.  
 
    “I need you to keep watch in the tower. Andrew needs to be relieved. You will be there until morning and then you can come sleep.” He led her to the front door by her arm.  
 
    Adrianna yanked her arm from him. “I know how to walk, you need to calm down and realize the awesome group you have here.”  
 
    “You need to realize how to do as I say, when I say to do it. Get your ass moving.” 
 
    Adrianna stood on the porch as Eric shut the door and left her alone to do as he said. She walked down the dirt path and toward the tower she could barely see in the moonlight.  
 
    “Andrew?” Adrianna questioned.  
 
    “Yep, come on up.”  
 
    Adrianna found the ladder and climbed up through the small door. There was very little space and it didn’t seem very stable, but Adrianna sat down.  
 
    “Here are a few knives and the rifle we keep up here. There are plenty out there, but we only take on any that are trying to get in and look as though they might be successful. Holler if you need us.” Andrew explained to her. “Stay warm.”  
 
    Andrew took off down the ladder and left Adrianna to herself. She scanned around the streets and around the land. She pulled her furred hoodie from her jacket up on her head, propped her head up on her hands, her elbows on her knees and sat trying to pass the boredom by counting the nails in the floor. Every few minutes she pushed her glasses back up on her nose. Soon she dozed off and woke to Atora climbing the ladder with the sun just starting to rise.  
 
    “You okay?” Atora entered the small area.  
 
    Adrianna rubbed her eyes. “Guess I fell asleep, sorry.”  
 
    “It’s all good, usually if anyone is trying to get in, it is loud enough to wake you up, a little nap is good unless Eric comes out, then you’re pretty screwed.” Atora commented.  
 
    Adrianna nodded understanding where Atora was coming from. “Go get some shut eye, before he puts you to work again.  
 
    Adrianna climbed down and made her way to the house and quietly to the room through the empty living area. Karlin was still sleeping and Adrianna was happy to be able to get some sleep. She closed her eyes as soon as she laid own and fell fast asleep.  
 
    She woke to arguing coming from outside the room. She sat up and listened and slid closer to the door. She heard Eric’s voice tell someone that they knew better than to disobey him and then crying. Adrianna stood placing her hand on the door knob trying to decide on if she wanted to interfere. She heard footsteps coming down the hall and moved away from the door over to the window and looked out. She saw everyone outside working; they were working on different parts of the fences, Willy was under a hood working on a truck. Alex stood down below with Nate building a cover around the garden. Barker and Eric now stood across from them with a homemade bow and arrow looking as though they were both learning to shoot. Eric had the string wrapped around his hand appearing to be tangled in it. Everyone seemed to have something to do, she knew that she needed to pull her weight around there or she would be kicked out. 
 
    She headed outside and made her way to Eric and Barker.  
 
    “What can I help with?” She asked.  
 
    Eric shot his head around to her and looked over at Alex and Nate.  
 
    “Over there.” He shot his head to the side.  
 
    Adrianna entered the small greenhouse that was half built. Karlin held up one end and Alex the other, Nate stood holding up the middle with one hand and trying to connect pipes together with the other. Adrianna ran to him and tried to hold up the top where Nate stood, but was a little too short. Alex laughed while he walked his hands across the top of the material he was holding to the middle.  
 
    “Go take the back.” Alex laughed.  
 
    With the middle put together, Alex and Nate made their way to each end and fit the pipes together.  
 
    “Okay, let go.” Nate told the girls.  
 
    The two let go and the new structure stayed standing.  
 
    “Success!” Nate shouted.  
 
    Alex showed Adrianna and Karlin how to secure the sides to the ground with stakes and Nate worked on the door.  
 
    “It is going to start freezing soon, and we have to get this done to save all of our plants through the winter.” Nate explained why they were building the greenhouse. 
 
    Karlin began arranging some of the potted plants and Adrianna worked with Alex securing all of the sides.  
 
    “Did you have family?” Alex asked Adrianna.  
 
    “I did, but we all got split up and I couldn’t find them, I was hoping they would head the same way and I would run into them, but no such luck. You?”  
 
    “I did, I was only able to save one of my sons who recently passed, I’m pretty sure because of Eric.” Alex explained.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Adrianna asked.  
 
    “Long story. All we can do is keep moving forward. I’m glad you’re safe.” Alex admitted.  
 
    Adrianna smiled at Alex and turned her attention back to putting stakes in the ground.  
 
    “Five o’clock!” Thomas stuck his head in the finished greenhouse.  
 
    The four gathered their tools and headed to the barn. They all worked together to put everything back where it went to keep things organized and then made their way to the house.  
 
    Eric waited for them all to gather in the living room except for Willy, who took watch at the tower.  
 
    “I wanted to let everyone know that tomorrow morning I will be heading out to see if I can find a tire shop. The truck and van both need tires and I am sure that the car is needing tires. We need to keep the few running vehicles we have in tip top shape. I will be taking the kids with me. Karlin, Barker and Linda will come with me tomorrow. We will be back tomorrow afternoon, hopefully.” Eric explained.  
 
    The group quietly looked at each other with worry in their eyes. Rue stood behind Eric propped against the side of the wall that led into the kitchen. She shot her hand up to her mouth to prevent her from saying anything. Again tears filled her eyes.  
 
    Nate peered around Eric to see the surprise on Rue’s face.  
 
    “Do you think that is such a good idea? Shouldn’t one of us other adults go as well?” Alex asked.  
 
    “I didn’t ask for opinions.” Eric exclaimed.  
 
    Eric moved to the edge of the hallway and turned back. “You three be ready to go early.” He informed. 
 
    The group watched him go before looking at each other and the kids that were to be going.  
 
    Not much had been heard from Linda and Barker throughout this whole time from anyone. Rue had them keep to themselves and stay with her all of the time. Barker was only seven and looked even younger with his small build. His sweet brown eyes and dimples made him look like he was the sweetest thing ever. He looked very concerned with the situation and huddled up to his older sister. Linda was a whole head taller than he was and wrapped her arm around him. She had a cute bobbed haircut that made her look a little sassy and big eyes that made you notice the beauty she held. Her attitude matched her sassy haircut. The group would always notice her waiting for her food with a bit of impatience as she placed her hand on her hip and tapped her foot.  
 
    “Mom we will be fine.” Linda peered up at her mom.  
 
    Rue looked worried about her children and not happy about them leaving her side.  
 
    “Karlin, you okay with this?” Atora asked.  
 
    “Maybe I can convince Eric to let me go?” Adrianna questioned. 
 
    “No, don’t. It will probably make things worse. I will be fine. I just want to get it over with and get back.” Karlin stated with a bit of resentment. 
 
    Everyone went their separate ways to bed, all with worry about the upcoming trip.  
 
    Everyone woke early to see them off. Atora and Alex gave Karlin a good knife and a pistol. Alex showed her how to load it and gave her extra ammo to keep in her pockets.  
 
    Linda and Barker waited at the front door with Rue holding each of their shoulders.  
 
    Eric was up earlier than everyone and was already pulling the van around and came into the house.  
 
    “Let’s head out. Y’all will have some great learning experiences today.” He told the three he had decide to take.  
 
    “Eric, please.” 
 
    “They will be fine Rue. You are going to have to let them off the tit at some point.” Eric spat at her.  
 
    Rue’s face turned red at his comment and she ran down the hallway. Nate led his three helpers out of the front door. The group watched the oldest children of the group load into the van. Nate ran after Rue.  
 
    He slowed his pace when he caught the sound of Rue sobbing. He listened at the door for a moment before he knocked lightly.  
 
    “Rue!” He pushed the door open a little and peered into the room.  
 
    Rue wiped her face. “Come on in.” She cried.  
 
    “Are you okay?” He asked.  
 
    “Not really, but I will be when my kids get home.” She admitted.  
 
    The group tried to go on about their day by taking care of things on the ‘home front’ but keeping the kids in their thought.  
 
    Eric drove down the long road and into the small town. The tire shop was in the middle of Main Street. Eric pulled into the parking lot and stopped the van.  
 
    “Okay, everyone look around and see if you can see anything or anyone.” Eric urged.  
 
    “Tires, I see stupid tires.” Linda belted from the back of the van.  
 
    “Watch the tone Linda!” Eric spat.  
 
    “There are three walking away from us and one walking on the street towards us.” Karlin quickly replied.  
 
    Eric scanned the area and looked for what Karlin had pointed out.  
 
    He pulled up closer to the tire shop and put it in park. He turned to Linda and Barker in the back. “You two are going to get out and take a look through that door and see if there is anyone in there. Karlin, keep watch that nothing is coming from the back.”  
 
    Linda and Barker looked at Eric with fear in their eyes.  
 
    “GO NOW!” He shouted making them jump.  
 
    Linda and Barker moved from their seats and Linda slid the door back. Barker hopped out behind her and both looked to their right and then to their goal of the door. The two tip toed to the door and looked through the glass. Linda turned back to the van and shook her head, letting Eric know that they could not see anything. Eric opened his door and walked behind them and looked in and waved for Karlin to come with.  
 
    Karlin jumped from the van, shut the side door as well as hers as quietly as she could and joined them. Eric pushed open the door to a small office and allowed the other three to go first. He closed the door and looked around. A small desk sat to the left with a door to the right. He could see through the small window in the door that it led to a shop with tools and tires scattered about.  
 
    “Through here.” He whispered, pushing open the door.  
 
    Karlin walked through first and Linda and Barker behind her and Eric behind them. Karlin stopped mid stride when she heard a growl to her left. She slowly turned and saw a man lying behind a pile of scattered tires. He was trying to crawl over them, but would fall with any headway he made. Eric squeezed past them and headed to the man. He pulled a knife from his holster on his hip and took the man out with one thrust to his head. Karlin began to walk forward, she could feel Linda hanging on to her belt loop and Barker stayed ducked behind them both.  
 
    “We are here for tires, everyone spread out and look for tires that we can use while I get the machine to take back with us.” Eric demanded.  
 
    Karlin began to look for the size of tires that Eric had given and led the other two to a pile to do the same. They all began pulling tires and making stacks of the ones they could use. Eric heaved the machine up onto a dolly and rolled it to the front of the shop. He unlatched the roll up door and began to pull it up. A man’s hand slipped underneath the door and grabbed Eric’s jeans as the door rolled up. Eric let go of the dolly and smacked the man’s hand away from him. He tried to reach for the door, but it had already rolled up and he was unable to reach the rope that was to pull it down with. The man fell forward from his knees as the door cleared him. Eric held the man away from him with his foot as he looked for something to grab. Karlin grabbed a tire iron and ran to Eric, she swung at the man and hit him hard in the head and reared back and hit him again and again, until his head was splattered over the concrete. Eric grabbed her arm as she went to swing again.  
 
    “You have done enough, go get tires and take to the van.” He told her.  
 
    With Eric being gone, everyone was a bit at ease back at the land. The group sat in the living area laughing and joking about stories from each of them about their families. One of them would still keep watch from the tower for a few hours and then would be relieved by someone else to be able to join in the fun.   
 
    Rue stayed in the back room as she had the whole time they had been there. Nate broke away from the crowd and knocked lightly on the door.  
 
    “Come in.” The quivering voice responded.  
 
    Nate poked his head in and saw her sitting cross legged on the corner of the bed with Rowan laid across her lap and nestled into her breast. 
 
    “Just wanted to check on you.” Nate stated as he squeezed the rest of his body through the door and closed it behind him.  
 
    “I’m fine, thank you.”  
 
    “They will be back soon, I am sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure.”  
 
    Rowena released her suction and Rue covered her breast back up and stood and put Rowena into her small self-made play pen. Nate watched her float across the room. Her long legs held up her hourglass torso and all of it swayed together in harmony. Rue turned and pushed her black “cat-eyed” glasses back up and flung her long black hair back behind her.  
 
    “I like you Rue, and I hate to see you hurting because Eric took the kids. I’m sorry.” Nate admitted.  
 
    “It’s fine, I am used to it.” She replied.  
 
    “How long have you been with Eric through the apocalypse?”  
 
    “Since the beginning and before.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes widened at her as he tried to put it all together.  
 
    “You mean y’all are together?”  
 
    Rue turned away from Nate. “Not anyone’s business.”  
 
    Nate nodded at her and watched her from behind and walked over to her; he put his hand on her shoulder. “You are too beautiful of a woman to be treated that way. He is an awful man.”  
 
    “He isn’t! You don’t know him. He saved me and all of the kids, and all of you! Be thankful for what he has done, and maybe you wouldn’t see him as so shitty!” Rue turned and backed him against the door.  
 
    Nate tried to pull his head away from her anger and then stepped to the side.  
 
    “I wasn’t being an ass Rue, I was trying to be nice.” Nate told her.  
 
    “Well, don’t!” Rue opened the door.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karlin dropped the tire iron at Eric’s feet and began to gather tires, she handed a tire to Barker and one to Linda and grabbed two herself and headed to the van. Eric picked up the tire iron and had already laid down the very back seats and loaded the tire machine to change them by the time they got the tires to him, he began to load the tires that the kids had brought to him. The three turned and went back to get more tires and bring to the van. Once loaded, Eric climbed into the driver’s side and the three kids climbed in as well.  
 
    “This was a successful trip, no one’s life was taken. You three have to learn that this is not an easy life. Linda, you are going to start doing more at home and Barker, you will start helping more.” He explained.  
 
    Linda, Barker, and Karlin stayed quiet during the ride home. Once at the gate, Willy made his way down from the tower and opened the gate enough for the van to pull in. Willy was happy to see three little heads through the windows. 
 
    The sun was just starting to go down, it blinded Eric as it bounced off the tan tin gate. He slowly pulled through, unable to see and stopped when he thought he was through. He could hear Willy outside the van hollering something, but could not make it out. Suddenly a bang from the back of the van echoed and all three of the kids jumped. Eric turned and a bloodied man had slammed himself against the back van window. Eric could see more heading for the gate and saw that he was not far enough through for Willy to close it.  
 
    Eric put the gear shift in drive and pulled further up and popped it back in park and pushed open his door.  
 
    “GET OUT AND HELP!” Eric hollered at the kids.  
 
    Eric could see Willy securing the gate with one hand and trying to push off zombies with the other. Eric had caused part of a horde to come through on to the property and the other part stood outside the gate and pushed hard against the gate while Willy tried to secure the pipes against it.  
 
    “They are back and there are zombies!” Thomas hollered throughout the house.  
 
    Atora, Thomas, Alex, Andrew, and Adrianna ran through the front door and headed to the gate. Nate and Rue soon followed. Karlin, Barker and Linda were just exiting the van through the sliding door when a woman pushed the three of them back into the van. Karlin kicked her away and covered Barker and Linda with an arm. Eric was at the gate stabbing them one by one as they tried to get to Willy. Finally, Willy was able to secure the gate, he turned and began to help Eric by stabbing one in the top of the head. Karlin reached with her other arm to grab the knife from her hip. She kicked the woman in the face again and was finally able to grasp the knife she had been searching for. She brought it up as the woman came for them again and lunged the blade into the woman’s shoulder missing her head. She came down with her mouth and placed it on Linda’s leg; Karlin kicked again and knocked the woman backwards once more as she readied herself to kill. The woman came forward and an arm came from out of nowhere and grabbed the woman and stabbed her in the head.  
 
    Thomas stuck his head inside the van and held out his hand.  
 
    “Y’all okay?” He asked.  
 
    “I think so.” Karlin said sitting up.  
 
    “Stay here!” Thomas stated before sliding the door shut and running off.  
 
    Karlin turned to the smaller ones that she had tried to protect and lifted herself off of them. She placed her hand on the floor of the van to push off and brought it back up covered in blood. She scanned Barker and then Linda and made it to the blood that poured from her leg.  
 
    “Oh no!” Karlin stated.  
 
    Tears streamed down Linda’s sweet round face. “I tried to move my leg, but Barker was lying on me and you were on him.”  
 
    Karlin looked for anyone that could help, but they were all fighting the mass of zombies that had made it through the gate, including Rue; who did not look like she was doing much but pushing them away since she had no weapon. Karlin grabbed the tire iron that Eric had thrown into the back, slid the door open and jumped out of the van. She ran to Rue and swung at one that was coming right for her from behind and took its head off with one swing. The fight continued on and Karlin killed every one of them that came close to her. She refused to let any of them pass her and make it to the van. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FIGHT was over. Rue had held Karlin close after she had saved her and Nate had fought off any of them that were near Rue and Karlin afterwards. The rest turned three sixties to make sure that there were none that they had left. More were banging from the outside of the gate, but the gate seemed to be secure enough to hold them. Andrew was at the gate, making sure that the poles were secured into the ground well enough to hold.  
 
    “Linda…you need to check on Linda.” Karlin told Rue through her gasps for air.  
 
    Rue jumped up and ran to the van while Karlin caught her feet and stumbled the same way. She peered into the door to see why Karlin had suggested she check on her.  
 
    Barker was holding Linda’s head in his lap and tears fell off of his cheeks. Linda was still and blood still ran from her leg. Her pain drawn up from the pain.  
 
    Rue jumped into the van and picked up Linda. Linda’s long legs almost covered Rue’s petite frame.  
 
    “No, not my Linda!” Rue rocked her back and forth in her lap.  
 
    The crew heard the cries from Rue and joined Karlin at the van. Eric pushed his way through them all and stood staring at Rue and Linda as the others were.  
 
    Rue looked up at Eric. “She’s gone.”  
 
    Alex pushed his way to the front of the crowd. “Guess we need to get her off the property” Alex was surprised as everyone else that that is what came out of his mouth.  
 
    Eric spun and backhanded Alex. He fell backwards and Andrew caught him under the arms.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I am not sure why I would have said that, I know how it feels to lose a child. Guess, that is how we have been taught by Eric, isn’t that right?” Alex glared at Eric and turned to leave.  
 
    Andrew and Atora followed him.  
 
    “You okay?” Atora asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t mean to be rude to Rue, guess it looked as though Eric was affected by Linda being bit, that it felt like a good time to give him a bit of payback for Tyler and Ashley.” Alex explained.  
 
    Andrew and Atora both nodded in agreement with him. Nate leaned in and rubbed Rue on the back. Eric slapped his hand away and glared at him with a warning to move away. Nate, Thomas, Adrianna and Willy all walked away from the van. Eric pointed at Barker and then stuck his thumb out over his shoulder telling him to get out. Barker moved quickly and jumped out and then turned back to his sister and cried wishing her to be there to push his head or pull his ear. He turned away as Eric turned towards him and started walking towards the house.  
 
    “Why would you have let this happen to my Linda?” Rue asked.  
 
    Eric just stared at the two, but never said a word. He pried Rue’s hands from her daughter and took Linda from her.  
 
    “I have to tell you as I have the others. It is nothing we want to happen, but it does.”  
 
    Eric turned from Rue and headed to where Ashley had been buried. He laid Linda on the ground and began to dig.   
 
    The group had gathered back at the house, unsure if they should start dinner, as they had been told before that they are to let Rue cook. All of them knew that Rue would not be up to cooking. Nate had gone and checked in on Rowena, who was still sleeping. Atora and Adrianna decided that making dinner would be a good idea. They made a salad with the few vegetables from the garden and a sandwich for each person.  
 
    By the time Rue reached the house, the sun had already gone down. She entered into the living room and stopped and looked at everyone and broke down into tears again dropping to her knees. Nate ran to her, wrapped one arm around her waist and slid the other under her knees and walked her down the hall to her room. He placed her on her bed and sat down next to her. She buried her face into her pillow and sobbed. Nate rubbed her back.  
 
    “Nate, come on. Eric is coming up the path.” Thomas stuck his head in.  
 
    Nate turned to Thomas and quickly back to Rue.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Nate said before rising and walking out of the room.   
 
    Eric passed by him in the hall and shoulder checked him. Nate put his head down and kept walking.  
 
    “She okay?” Atora asked.  
 
    “I guess.” Nate replied. “Everyone get some sleep and I will keep watch.” He walked out the front door without another word.  
 
    Nate followed the path by the light that was left in the sky from the moon. He climbed the ladder and sat down. He stared into the purplish sky and wondered why he was having any feelings for this woman.  
 
    “We are in the fucking apocalypse, what the hell am I thinking. She is not the one I need to fall in love with right now, especially with whatever she is to Eric.” Nate told himself.  
 
    He shook his head and dropped his head and raised it back up and shook his head hard, hoping that would get her off his mind.  
 
    The group back at the house, cleaned up from dinner and all headed to bed.   
 
    Eric tried to comfort Rue by sitting next to her and putting his hand on her shoulder. Barker laid in the corner of the room and Rowena slept soundly in her small area that Rue had made for her.  
 
    Rue lifted her head to Eric. Her black hair wet from being in her face from crying and her eyes were blood shot. She pulled her glasses away from her face and wiped underneath.  
 
    “You promised you would keep us all safe, I thought you meant my children as well.” Rue muttered.  
 
    Eric wrinkled his forehead and looked away from her. He slowly removed his hand, removed himself from the bed and walked out of the room. He made himself comfortable in a corner of the living room that was not taken by Thomas or Willy.  
 
    “You guys know there is a whole other room down the hall where the guys stay?” Eric asked them.  
 
    “Yeah, Alex, Nate, and Andrew are usually in there, we try not to crowd each other.” Thomas stated.  
 
    Eric just nodded and turned toward the wall after grabbing an extra pillow that was in the middle of the floor.  
 
    Both wondered why he would be out there, since he made it well known that the back bedroom was for Rue and the kids and most of the time he would sleep back there, unless there was some possibility of danger. Thomas and Willy both shrugged their shoulders at each other and laid down.  
 
    Nate sat for the next few hours wondering what was between Rue and Eric. It could not be her husband, she didn’t wear a ring. Maybe it was part of her family or just someone that she had met before the apocalypse. What were they to each other he wondered as did everyone else.  
 
    Andrew rose and saw that it was three in the morning. He grabbed his jeans and slid them on and slipped on his brown military boots, without tying them he made his way out of the door without waking Alex.  He walked quietly down the hall to the living room, stepping around Willy and over Thomas’s feet and headed for the front door when he saw Eric lying in the corner. Andrew raised his eyebrows and made his way outside.  
 
    “Hey bud!” Andrew stated as he climbed the ladder.  
 
    “Hey man, is it already time for someone to take over?” Nate asked.  
 
    “Hell I don’t know, I just woke up and figured whoever was out here needed a break.”  
 
    “I could use some sleep, it was a long day yesterday. Hey tell me something, what do you think Rue and Eric are to each other?” Nate asked.  
 
    “Oh, ummm. Guess I thought they were just friends. As time has gone on, they kind of seemed a little closer than friends. So I really don’t know.” Andrew pondered.  
 
    “Just curious.” Nate said as he began to climb down the ladder.  
 
    Andrew shrugged and grabbed the rifle leaned against the wall. Nate walked slowly to the house. He entered quietly closing the front door to see Eric lying on the floor in the corner. Thomas woke up when he heard the door squeak a bit. Nate pointed at Eric and threw up his hands, asking Thomas what he was doing there. Thomas just shook his head at Nate. Willy giggled from the corner at the two making hand gestures.  
 
    “Need a cuddle buddy?” Willy whispered to Nate.  
 
    Nate covered his mouth as he laughed and flipped him the bird. Nate made it down the hall and took Andrew’s place in the bedroom. He shut his eyes and listened to the creaking of the house around him when he heard Rowena let out a cry. He listened to Rue talk softly to her through the paper thin walls. He loved her soothing voice. Rue began to sing. Nate could imagine her holding Rowena close with her breast in her mouth and singing while bonding with her. Nate fell asleep to the sweet thought and sound. 
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    “MORNING.” ALEX stretched and accidently hit Nate on the top of his head with his hand. “Sorry man.”  
 
    “It’s all good, need to get up and get some work done anyway.” Nate responded before stretching as well. “That greenhouse is pretty much done except for a few odds and ends.”  
 
    Alex nodded as he sat up.  
 
    The two could smell the aroma of food that had managed to make its way down the hallway. Both of them quietly opened the door and tiptoed down the hall, in case anyone was still sleeping. Atora and Adrianna stood in the kitchen loading plates. Thomas sat against the wall where he had slept reading a book. Eric was just waking up and turned when he heard them all whispering to each other.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here? Where in the hell is Rue?” Eric belted out.  
 
    “Probably taking care of her children and grieving!” Adrianna almost bent over in half towards Eric and shot back from the kitchen.  
 
    “I don’t give a shit. RUE!!!” He screamed.  
 
    Rue shot down the hallway with Rowena on her hip. “Why in the hell are you yelling?”  
 
    All of the group’s eyes got big and they looked from Rue to Eric. That is the first time any of them had heard her even speak to Eric, nonetheless with any kind of rudeness.  
 
    “Why are you not cooking?” Eric asked.  
 
    “I am going to need a little time to get back to normal. They are perfectly capable of cooking.”  
 
    Rue turned and walked back down the hallway. The group quickly turned their heads back to Eric and waited for the eruption of asshole to come out in him.  
 
    Eric calmly rose from the floor and scanned everyone in the room and walked out of the house.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t expect that.” Atora stated.  
 
    Eric paced the small porch for a few minutes, he could hear everyone inside going back to what they were doing. 
 
    Eric opened the door and stepped back in. The house stood still again as they turned towards him to wait for whatever it was that was going to happen.  
 
    “I think I have about had it!” He stated. “Shit is getting ready to change around here.” 
 
    Eric walked to the kitchen, grabbed the already made plate from Adrianna’s hand as well as the fork that she had just taken out of her mouth from her other hand.  
 
    “You all seem to think that WE are in control. I am letting you know now, there is nothing that any of YOU are in control over except if you want to be here or not. If you don’t like how this shit is going to go, you better get the hell out of here now.” He half explained.  
 
    He stuffed his mouth with a few bites of food from Adrianna’s plate and stuck it back in her hand. He turned and snatched his black t-shirt from the floor and pulled it over his tattooed arms, over his head and down his body. “Get your shit ate quick and get the hell outside.” He hollered before the door slammed shut.  
 
    Everyone looked at each other and shoveled a few more bites of food in their mouths. They all headed outside and scanned the land when each of them hit each other on the shoulder and drew attention to where Alex was pointing. Eric was in the barn throwing materials out of the door and allowing it all to fall to the ground. A few boards had broke and popped into the air as they slammed against some of the other materials. The group started to walk towards the barn, Alex stepped up onto a piece of board as a slab of plywood came flying out of the door and to the ground in front of him. Alex jumped back and over near the group.  
 
    Eric appeared from the inside of the barn. “Start getting this shit picked up, we are going to secure the gate better. Some of you will be placed outside the gate and some inside.”  
 
    Everyone looked at each other and then back at Eric.  
 
    “We will need someone to keep watch while some of us are outside of the fence.” Alex started making plans.  
 
    “Who in the hell do you think you are? You aren’t making any plans here.” Eric hurriedly walked up into Alex’s face.  
 
    Alex backed up and looked Eric up and down before breathing in deep before he spoke.  
 
    “Look, why in the hell would you send any of us out there without a lookout? To get eaten? Are you trying to get rid of us?” Alex stated calmly.  
 
    Eric shot him a look and took a step towards him. “No you stupid ass, because if you can’t take care of yourself out there, then what makes me believe that you are going to take care of the land if they get in here?”  
 
    Alex shook his head and stepped back from Eric again. “Your ideas are stupid!”  
 
    Nate shook his head. “I have to agree, having us go out there to stabilize the gate is ridiculous. We can stabilize from the inside and then all of us can go on the outside if it is clear and watch each other’s back and do any work that needs to be done out there, that way all the alcoholics on the outside of the gate will stay out there. Sending only a couple of us out there is stupid.”  
 
    Eric turned walking back into the barn. “You will do as I say or get the hell out of here, and someone needs to go get Barker and Rue. I want everyone out here to help.”  
 
    Everyone started picking up materials and hauling them to the gate. While they sorted materials into piles, they waited for further instruction from him.  
 
    “Where in the hell is Rue and the kids?” Eric shouted.  
 
    “Rowena is a baby, so she is probably in a crib where she should be and I think we all agree that Rue needs some time.” Atora let him know quickly.  
 
    “No, I said they are to be out here.” Eric began heading to the house.  
 
    “I am not letting anyone go on the outside of the fence on their own. There is no need for it.” Alex told the others.  
 
    The group wanted to agree with Alex, but knew ultimately it was up to Eric and they didn’t want to be kicked out of the group. They began to stack the plywood against the fence where they thought would be a good place to put it for stability. They spread out some two by fours at the bottom of the gate and other wood to help strengthen it and some extra locking mechanisms over by the opening of the gate to add to keep the locks stronger. Nate found a screwdriver to use and started attaching the locks to the gate. With two more locks installed, Nate began removing the pipes that were holding the gate closed. He threw the first one to the ground when he heard Andrew holler from the tower. “Two outside.”  
 
    Nate threw a half salute to Andrew, and removed another pole. Knowing that it would draw attention, Nate knocked on the gate with the last pole he removed and waited. The rest of them looked at him and then at the gate. The two that Andrew had mentioned made it to the gate and ran into it with a bang, sounding like a cannon going off. The tin of the gate bowed in a bit and made Nate jump, but the locks held firm.  
 
    “We are going to have to put something on the outside.” Nate told them with disappointment.  
 
    Willy agreed by shaking his head and pushed on the gate with his hand. “Yeah we are. But we can do it with someone in the tower watching, we should be good.”  
 
    “Let’s grab this wood and take it out and get this done quick. Andrew, anymore out there besides the two?” Alex looked up waiting for his answer watching him scan the area with the binoculars.  
 
    Andrew threw them a thumbs up and started climbing down the ladder. “You guys aren’t going out there are you?” He asked jumping to the ground.  
 
    Nate shook his head and Thomas threw a piece of plywood and some rebar over the gate. The two undead outside the gate apparently took a liking to the materials thrown over, Nate and Thomas jumped back when a clang sounded on the gate.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Nate hollered.  
 
    Andrew ran back to the ladder and hurried back up to look over. “He is kicking the rebar against the gate!”  
 
    Nate shook his head and threw another piece over, Thomas followed with some more materials. Another loud clang hit the gate and Andrew laughed as Nate jumped again. “Just drunks Nate, settle down bro.”  
 
    Willy, Alex, Nate and Thomas made their way to start opening the gate. “WAIT!” They all turned toward Eric’s voice to see Eric and Rue without the kids. “What the hell are you doing?”  
 
    “You are right, we have to go outside the gate to fix this better.” Alex told him.  
 
    “Good you came to that conclusion since that is what I told you that you were going to do anyways.” He shot back.  
 
    Alex reached up grabbed the last lock of the gate and unlatched it. He swung the gate open as he stared at Eric and listened as the tin hit against each other and the gate bounced forward and then rested against the fence.  
 
    “Are you crazy you stupid ass?” Eric ran to the gate. He grabbed the gate and started to push it closed. Alex waited for the two zombies that were outside the gate to realize it was open and make their way in. Nate, Willy, Atora and Thomas all ran backwards expecting the rebar kicking zombies to come in. Alex didn’t move. Eric pushed the gate into Alex and tried to budge him out of the way.  
 
    “MOVE NOW!” Eric screamed pushing the gate with all that he had.  
 
    Alex grabbed Eric by the shirt and pulled him around to stand on the open side of the gate and pushed it back open.   
 
    The two from the outside stumbled around the fence and through the gate. A loud growl made Eric stand erect and he turned quickly to one that was close enough that he grabbed Eric by the shirt and pulled him close to him. Eric pushed the flowered shirt man away and fell backwards on his ass. Alex raised a cut piece of rebar and stabbed over Eric’s head and the man dropped to the ground with one last growl as he went down. Eric shot a look at Alex and stood up slowly.  
 
    “You stupid son of a bitch!” Eric pushed Alex.  
 
    Alex just smiled at Eric. Nate ran to the edge of the fence line and swung the two by four piece of wood he had ready to throw over the gate before Alex unlatched the gate. All Alex could see was Nate swing towards the outside of the fence and then a bang on the fence. But it wasn’t direct contact between board and tin. Willy and Atora charged towards Nate and disappeared and then Thomas took off in a sprint heading the same way. Alex and Eric looked at each other and ran to the outside and stopped as they rounded the corner to see a horde coming their way. The group was trying to keep them back from the entrance, but stragglers were getting through and making their way towards Eric and Alex. Both of them ran for the ones that were closing in on the gate. Eric began pushing them back and Alex started swinging the sharp piece of rebar. Andrew took aim and began firing from the tower and Rue grabbed a nearby piece of broken rebar and ran to help. They were making headway until the mass of the horde made it to where Alex and Eric could not even see the others anymore. Shots rang out and several of the undead became dead again and fell at Eric and Alex’s feet. Andrew shot enough that they were now able to see Thomas and Nate swinging their weapons violently trying to make their way through the crowd. Both headed to join the other two men and Alex searched as he took out as many as he could looking for Atora. There was no sign of her. Alex caught a glimpse of Rue, Karlin, and Adrianna at the gate doing what they could to keep some of them out. He continued stabbing his way through the hundreds of limping and stumbling assholes coming his way. Eric was still in the same spot he had left him and was at least taking out a few.  
 
    A scream sounded from in front of Alex as he dodged one that was falling towards him with an open mouth and then dodged another to get to where the scream was coming from. He stumbled over a body and fell to the ground. He kicked the feet out from under one that was coming towards him, kicked him as he fell over him and flung his body to the side, he rolled over and came face to face with a torn apart Atora. Half of her face was laid open and her stomach was torn in two. Her one eye that was still in her head was open but not moving.  
 
    “Atora.” Alex whispered.  
 
    She didn’t move. Alex rubbed her head and pulled his hand back full of blood. He could hear growling from behind him. He turned to see the one he had kicked crawling over to him. He rolled back over, grabbed his spear of rebar, hopped to his feet and drove the stake into the man’s head, a woman jumped onto his back and a loud growl sounded in his ear as a warning that she was ready to eat. Alex turned fast and grabbed her by the hair and flipped her over his back and jabbed the spike through her head and pulled it out. Another scream sounded again and Alex peered down at Atora with sadness and hauled ass towards the gate. He knocked down a few of the drunks and made his way past Thomas, Nate and Willy to the gate where Rue was trying to pick up Karlin, Adrianna was trying to keep the zombies at bay but was failing. Alex began helping Adrianna and looking for Eric to help, when the van roared up with doors wide open. Andrew jumped out and picked up the bleeding Karlin and crawled in the back and closed the doors. Rue jumped in the front and hollered to Adrianna to come on. Alex pushed Adrianna to the van and then jumped in behind her. Eric sped out of the gate and turned toward the three that were wearing thin on energy. Alex held the door open and grabbed Nate by the collar of his shirt and pulled his body into the van, his legs dragged the ground and he was able to pull them in just as Eric slowed near Willy. Nate still laid on the floor of the van as Willy jumped in and landed on top of Nate. They both scrambled to get up to make room for Thomas, Eric slowed the van after hitting a few of the sluggish that were still invading their land and Thomas headed to the van. A small woman in a torn sundress pounced forward in an instant and sunk her teeth into Thomas’s shoulder. Alex reached for Thomas and grasped his hand, he pulled him to the van before Eric stomped on the gas and Alex lost his grip. Thomas reached out for Alex as he fell to the ground with the woman still gnawing on him.  
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HEY, STOP!” Alex screamed.  
 
    Eric kept driving and turned around to head back towards the gate to the land.  
 
    “He is gone, we can’t have him in here with us after he has already been bit.” Eric hollered back over the screaming of Rowena.  
 
    Alex sat back in the chair as Nate and Willy made their way to the bench seat in the back. They passed Thomas as the woman made her meal out of him. Alex watched in horror as they passed by and Thomas stared up at them with pain in his eyes. Alex pulled the door closed and sat back rubbing his hands down his scruffy face.  
 
    Everyone settled themselves as the van roared away from the land. 
 
    “You are one stupid human being!” Eric roared from the driver’s seat.  
 
    Alex bowed his head knowing he was speaking to him for opening the gate. At the point he had done it, he was really just being an asshole. He was so tired of Eric’s bullshit.  
 
    “Tell me why I should not kick your ass out of this van right now and let you get eaten?” Eric asked.  
 
    Everyone stayed quiet except Rowena cooing. Alex dropped his head.  
 
    “Sorry.” He muttered. 
 
    Nate patted Alex on the shoulder and Willy nodded over at Alex telling him it was okay.  
 
    “We need to stop and check on Karlin, she is bleeding a lot!” Adrianna spat out.  
 
    “Was she bit Andrew?” Eric asked.  
 
    “Can’t tell!” Andrew started wiping away the blood.  
 
    Eric pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. He put the van in park and searched the area. “Everyone keep an eye out.” Eric told the group that was left. He barreled out of the driver’s side door, moved to the back of the van, he pulled open the doors and Andrew stepped out. Karlin laid with her eyes open to him and blood was smeared across her face.  
 
    “Were you bit Karlin?” Eric asked. 
 
    With no gentle touch at all, he pulled her up by the front of her shirt and turned her to see her back. He ran his hand down her back and up over her blood stained hair. He spun her back around and wiped the blood from her face with his hand and then wiped his hands on his jeans. She had a hole in the side of her neck that was spurting blood.  
 
    “I see the wound, it isn’t a bite.” Eric stated.  
 
    He grabbed an old towel from the floor of the van and handed it to Andrew. “Hold it tight, she was stabbed by something.” Eric told him.  
 
    Andrew loaded back up and Eric closed the doors and went back to his side of the van and hopped in. He put the van in drive and started to pull forward when Rue screamed.  
 
    “WATCH OUT!”  
 
    Eric slammed on the brakes and looked at Rue with anger across his face. Rue held Rowena close and pointed to the front of the Van. Eric turned to where she was pointing and tore his angry eyes away from Rue and came face to face with a woman laid across the hood of the van. The woman reached her frail arm towards the windshield and then dropped it down with a bang. Blood covered both of her arms, down the front of her button up blouse. She lifted her head from the hood and it was smeared across her face.  
 
    “Please?” The bloody woman questioned them on if they were going to help her or not.  
 
    “Oh shit, she’s alive!” Nate hollered from the back.  
 
    Alex pulled open the sliding door to the van and hopped out.  
 
    “Get the hell back in here!” Eric hollered. “You don’t know what is wrong with this woman and we don’t need any more passengers.”  
 
    “Don’t be a dick!” Adrianna belted out. “We have room, you can’t just leave her.”  
 
    “The fuck I can’t!” Eric stated calmly. “Alex get the hell back in here.”  
 
    Alex was already to the front of the van standing next to the woman. “Have you been bit?” He asked.  
 
    “No, but I just killed a whole hell of a lot of those things over in that field and there were plenty more where they came from.” She stated in her raspy voice between breathless pants.  
 
    “Come on.” Alex grabbed her arm and guided her to the side door of the van and helped her in, surprised that Eric had not taken off and left them there. 
 
    Adrianna moved over almost squishing Barker and allowed the woman to sit down, Adrianna unscrewed a half full water bottle that her and Barker had found on the floor and had been sharing. Alex jumped in and closed the door.  
 
    “I’m Alex, this is Willy and Nate; that is Adrianna, Barker, Andrew and Karlin in the back,” he pointed to each one. “This is Rue and Rowena and this here is Eric, he threw a thumb towards the driver’s seat.”  
 
    “I am Mary Roark. I had a house few miles down, but it is ate up with dumbasses now. I hiked it through the woods with the hoe I had been gardening with when zombies started in on my property and killed a ton of them. I got hemmed up in a tree and just got done fighting my way out. Thank you for stopping Eric.” She added to the explanation of her adventure.  
 
    Eric did not respond, which Mary let go since he was driving. Mary cleaned off her face with one of her cleaner hands and wiped it on her shorts she was wearing. She took a swig from the bottle Adrianna handed her and leaned her head back on the seat. She could see out of her peripheral that there was blood covering the floor of the very back of the van.  
 
    “What happened?” Mary asked sitting up straight and turning in the seat.  
 
    “Think she got impaled by a piece of the fence.” Andrew replied.  
 
    “Is it just puncture wound? If so, just keep pressure on it, the bleeding will stop and she will be okay. I had four boys that got hurt daily.”  
 
    “Well, good to have you aboard Mary.” Nate stuck out his hand.  
 
    They shook hands and Mary sat back and relaxed enjoying the view of the zombies from somewhere they could not get her.  
 
    Eric drove on through the small town and passed a few small torn up buildings and through to the end of town. The sun was starting to set and everyone was getting tired of being in the van. Eric pulled over to the side of the road. He hopped out and stretched his arms toward the sky. He lifted each leg towards his chest. Alex slid open the door and stepped out.  
 
    “I didn’t say anyone needed to get out.” Eric turned when he heard the door.  
 
    Alex glared at him and helped pile everyone out of the van. Everyone got out and stretched as Eric had and walked around near the van to stretch their legs.  
 
    “Why is everyone not listening, get back in the van.” Eric demanded.  
 
    “We need to check on Karlin!” Adrianna turned to him and said with a tad of rudeness.  
 
    “I don’t care what…” Eric started.  
 
    “Eric, I want to thank you for stopping for me.” Mary interrupted and grabbed his hand to shake it.  
 
    Eric pulled his hand away quickly. “I didn’t stop, you were just in my way and I didn’t want to get your ass stuck in my radiator.”  
 
    Mary stepped back like his words had just pushed her away.  
 
    “Well, thanks anyway. Just a suggestion; being an asshole is probably going to get you killed.” Mary replied before walking away.  
 
    “Look, I run this ship; if you don’t like me, my attitude or the way it is ran, jump out there with the sharks.” Eric explained loudly.  
 
    “They’re just drunks!” Nate tried to lighten the mood.  
 
    Eric glared at Nate and began his spouting again. “Here is the plan. We are going to find a place to bed down for the night and possibly tomorrow if not longer if it is safe enough so we can gather some necessary things. Now get back in the van.”  
 
    Adrianna and Mary were both back cleaning off Karlin some more and checking on her injury. They both heard Eric. Adrianna climbed into the back with Karlin and Mary closed the doors. Andrew loaded up and took Adrianna’s place in the seat and everyone piled in after him. Eric was already in and pulled off before Alex could slide the door shut. He drove slowly down the main road and searched the outside for a stable building. The group scanned the sides of the road and watched for the staggering corpses. Eric turned to the left and into a parking lot. He stopped in front of the red brick building and killed the van.  
 
    “Here?” Rue questioned.  
 
    “Don’t question me!” He spouted back without looking at her. 
 
    He moved his head from side to side looking from one side of the building to the other. He turned to look behind them scanned to the left and right.  
 
    “Since you are the one that got us in this shit, you get out and check the building Alex.” Eric shot his voice behind him.  
 
    Alex slid open the door without hesitation and hopped out. He slid the door back to and walked toward the glass door.  
 
    The building had big letters across the top of the building that was supposed to read ‘ACME BRICK’ but only read ‘A  ME B ICK’. The other two letters had fallen to the ground in front of the building and shattered. Sounds of cracking plastic sounded beneath Alex’s boots. He ran his hand across the bricks as he stepped into the entryway and up to the door. He pulled the door but it was locked. He looked through the Acme Brick logo on the door and the inside was filled with darkness.  
 
    “Find a way in.” Eric called from behind him. 
 
    Alex wanted so badly to just flip him off, but he refrained. He walked around the brick building to the side. There were six windows about midway up the wall. Alex stopped at each one to look in. He rounded the corner to the back and found a few more windows and a fenced in loading dock. Alex climbed the fence, hopped up onto the cement landing and went to each of the three roll up doors. The first and second were both padlocked, but he lifted on them anyway. He made his way to the third door and lifted as he did the others even though it appeared to be locked as well. He placed his hand around the handle, lifted and let go. The padlock fell to the ground from the latch holding it closed. Alex picked up the padlock, it had been placed on the door but never latched. With no weapons, Alex waited a minute to decide if he wanted to go back to the van or take the chance and open the door. He rubbed his dark beard and thought for a moment. He looked around the loading bay for something he could take with him. A large brick laid near the wall to his left.  
 
    “Better than nothing.” He picked it up and readied himself.   
 
    He reached down and lifted the door and took a step back. The door rolled up and slammed into place as it should have. Alex watched for any movement inside and stepped in. The little bit of light left from outside poured in allowing him to see. A forklift sat right inside and pallets of bricks were stacked behind it. Two doors were on each side of a large window that looked into an office. Alex made his way to the door that read ‘OFFICES” in big black bold letters. He turned the handle, happy to find that it was unlocked. He stepped over the threshold and let the door go. He took a couple of steps and jumped as the door slammed behind him.  
 
    “Son of a bitch.” He said out loud after staring down the door.  
 
    Alex tiptoed through the hallway and passed the closed office doors. He thought about his son in that moment and smiled because he knew he would have laughed at the door scaring him. He missed having his boy by his side. He missed his whole family and wished that he would have saved them all or been taken out with them.  
 
    A bang on one of the closed doors brought him back to what he was doing. He jumped again and a bang sounded again through an office door that he was getting ready to come up on. He didn’t dare get near it. He put his back against the wall away from the door and slid past it watching it like a hawk not knowing what or how many were inside. He hurried to the opening at the end of the hall and came into a maroon tiled floor opening into what looked to be used as the front office. A desk was to the left, uncomfortable plastic chairs sat to the right with a coke machine and vending machine stashed in the corner. Alex stepped toward the vending machine looking at the rows of food that he so badly wanted. He ran his hand across the glass and quickly shot back to reality and flashed his eyes back to the door that he tried to come through earlier. He hurried back to the door with the thought of the rest of his friends, besides Eric stuck outside. He unlocked the two deadbolts on the glass door and a slide bolt at the bottom and top of the door, he pulled it open to everyone still sitting in the van. He stepped out into the small entryway and out into the open. He waved to the group that was watching intently for him. The group piled out into the parking lot and hurried in as Alex held open the door. Adrianna and Andrew carried in Karlin and after everyone filed in, Alex pulled the door closed and locked all the locks.  
 
    “So far I have heard one in an office down the hall.” Alex informed everyone.  
 
    Eric walked around the lobby and turned to the group. “Alex go clear out rooms.”  
 
    “I think it is a good idea to rest for a bit before we do that. We need to get some food and water in us.” Alex replied back.  
 
    “No, it is a good time to listen to what I say.” Eric walked into Alex’s face. “You are the one that almost got all of us killed, now you can keep us all safe by clearing out this building. You are going to listen or you are out!” Eric pulled Alex by the shirt and pushed him down the hall.  
 
    As Alex passed by the front desk, brick still in hand, he also grabbed a conveniently placed letter opener that laid on the desk. 
 
    “Hang on there, I will go with!” Mary grabbed a nearby brick stacked against the wall and walked toward the hallway.  
 
    “No, you will stay in here and help start trying to get all of the food out of the machines.” Eric pulled her by her shoulders and turned her around.  
 
    Mary stopped and turned back toward Eric. “Look here boy, I am not the one you are going to push around. I have been on this earth a lot damn longer than you, and your scrawny, inked up self will not be directing me in any way, especially by putting your hands on me! You get that?” She spat out at Eric.  
 
    Everyone’s eyes were huge waiting for Eric’s response. He stared at Mary and pursed his lips a bit. “Well, aren’t you a feisty old bat; however your mouth is going to get you talking to zombies…outside! Shut your mouth and keep it that way.”  
 
    Mary took a step back and cocked her head at Eric. “How about this, we can compromise. I am going to help Alex and then I will come back and use one of my old bat bobby pins to open the machines and you can sit over there on your lazy ass and do nothing.”  
 
    Mary walked hastily past Eric and into the hallway, she pulled Alex by the arm and led him down the hall.  
 
    “Where is it, let’s get it done.” Mary held the brick out to her side. 
 
    Alex looked at her realizing that she did not understand the likes of Eric.  
 
    “You can’t do that shit, he is an asshole!” He whispered.  
 
    “I don’t give a damn what he is. I am old enough to be his momma, and he will have a little respect.” She whispered back.  
 
    Alex shook his head and placed his hand on the door knob. He looked at Mary and nodded, she nodded back and planted her feet. Alex turned the knob and cracked the door open, he pushed it open slowly and could hear a low growl. He swayed the door open and stood back waiting for the attack. Mary stepped to the side of Alex so that they were both blocking the doorway. They looked at each other and then back at the man sitting against the wall across from them. Alex turned his body to step in front of Mary and stepped into the room. The man’s skin color was pale, and his eyes were a pretty blue color. There was no blood on his face or arms to indicate he had eaten anyone. Alex took another step and Mary stepped in behind him and grabbed his shirt pulling him back a bit.  
 
    “Need to be real careful, I saw some that looked almost normal and then they came at me.” Mary explained.  
 
    Alex stretched his foot out and kicked the man’s black dress shoe. His foot rocked from one side to the other and his eyes darted upward to look at them both. He raised his arm and made it about to Alex’s knee and it plopped back onto his own leg. He pulled both of his legs up to his chest and tried to lift his butt off of the floor. Mary and Alex took a step back out of the man’s reach. He pushed himself a little ways up and then fell back down. Alex moved forward again and touched the top of his head with the letter opener and pulled it back; the man did not move. Mary leaned forward and pushed on the side of his head with her brick, the man turned his head and leaned toward Mary’s hand and opened his mouth. Mary jerked back.  
 
    “See!” She told Alex.  
 
    Alex quickly buried his letter opener into the top of the man’s skull and pulled it out. The man’s head fell to the side and gray goo came oozing out of the hole.  
 
    “Well, that is disgusting!” Mary laughed.  
 
    “Let’s get the other rooms opened up.” Alex told her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL ROOMS cleared out with only a total of three zombies found and successfully killed.  
 
    “Done!” Mary walked back to the lobby and over to the machines.  
 
    She pulled a bobby pin out of her hair and started working on the locks of the coke machine. She jiggled a bit and repositioned from a different angle. Alex walked through the entryway to the hallway and was stopped by Eric with a hand to his chest.  
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Eric stepped in front of him.  
 
    Alex never uttered a word as he waited for Eric’s new instruction. “The bodies need to be cleared out. I want them outside.” Eric explained.  
 
    Alex nodded and turned back down the hallway. He pulled all three bodies into the hallway and looked toward the lobby at Eric watching him.  
 
    “A little help would be nice.” Alex stated. 
 
    Willy stepped forward along with Nate until Eric stuck his hand out behind him. “No! He almost got all of us killed, he is going to clear this out on his own.”  
 
    Nate and Willy took a step back and sadly watched Alex pulling a man through the front door. He did the same with the second and then the third. He dragged the last one out pushing the door with his butt and holding the door with his foot as he yanked the last zombie the rest of the way through the door. Nate and Willy watched him drag the last one around to the side of the building and disappear out of sight where he had taken the others.  
 
    “Go check out how many rooms we have and make sure they are clean.” Eric told the rest of the group.  
 
    Everyone headed down the hallway including Mary, who had not yet mastered opening the machines. Eric watched them turn into different rooms and then hurried to the front door. He locked the two deadbolts and the slide bolts and joined the crew in the back.  
 
    “Okay, four offices, two bathrooms and a break room plus the warehouse. We are good to go for a bit.” Eric hollered at everyone running from room to room. “Rue and the kids take the back office. Everyone else spread out between the other three offices. Rummage through everything and bring anything useful you find back to the lobby.”  
 
    Rue, Barker and Rowena showed back up with three blankets, two cups, and a canister of coffee and coffee maker, not that they had electricity, but it was what they found. Adrianna and Mary dropped their armfuls on the floor of tons of blankets and pillows along with a handful of pens and pencils and paper. Nate, Willy and Andrew came in with loads of packages of Ramen noodles and a few cases of bottled water followed by hot chocolate, canned vegetables, tea bags, frozen dinners, two loaves of bread with a jar of peanut butter and a jar of jelly. Andrew followed with three comforters and a tent and dropped it to the side of the food. Willy dropped two air mattresses and a manual pump for them as well as a few blankets, a set of keys, a tire iron and jack.  
 
    “The warehouse is pretty dark in there, if you have the door up, it is not bad, there is still some more stuff in there though.” Willy stated.  
 
    “Let’s stay out of there for now then; Good collection we have here. Good job everyone.” Eric stated.  
 
    Everyone searched through the pile and sorted things in separate piles. Mary went back to the machines and Adrianna helped Rue take things for her and the kids to the back room as well as to the other rooms. Willy grabbed the tire iron and went to help Mary. He put the edge of it into the side and popped the soda machine open and then handed it to Nate that was near the vending machine that looked to be recently filled with small bags of snacks. Nate easily popped it open and started gathering snacks. All of the sodas and food went into the breakroom. Andrew took the chairs from the lobby and distributed one or two into each room after carrying Karlin to the room the girls would stay in and laid her onto a comforter on the floor. Everyone except for Karlin met back in the hallway, the girls talked about how warm it was inside the building and the guys high fived as they downed a soda.  
 
    “Where is Alex?” Willy asked.  
 
    Everyone shrugged and looked towards the lobby where Eric was pacing back and forth in front of the window marked with the ACME logo. He would stop every few steps and peer out and then keep walking. He would look down the hall and then back to the outside world.  
 
    Nate took a step out of the hall and watched Eric for a moment. “Where is Alex? Shouldn’t he be back by now?”  
 
    “Not sure. I am sure that he will be back soon.” Eric assured Nate.  
 
    “I think I will go take a look.” Nate walked to the door and yanked on it expecting it to open. “You locked the door?” He asked Eric.   
 
    “Safety first!” Eric smiled.  
 
    Nate unlocked the door and pulled it open. He stepped out and looked both ways to see if Alex was coming around from either way and started walking the way he had seen him go when he left with the last zombie. He rounded the corner when he heard Andrew holler to wait. Nate stopped and looked around expecting Alex to be standing there. Andrew soon caught up.  
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    Nate shrugged and walked slowly; with every step, he would look around and behind them. Finally they came to the back fence that surrounded the storage yard. He stopped at the edge where the building and fence met and scanned the area. Alex was backed up against the fence and a zombie stood in front of him. Andrew and Nate took off in a dead sprint and made it to Alex just as his strength gave way. Alex threw up his arm to block the bearded man. He opened his hairy jaw and took a chunk from his arm. Andrew grabbed the man and threw him to the ground. He stomped his big military boot across his head until there was no more left to stomp. Nate caught Alex as he slid down the fence and helped him sit on the ground.  
 
    “I tried to come back, the door was locked. I didn’t want to attract the zombies I had seen back here so I was going to climb the fence. Guess I didn’t make it.” Alex held his bitten arm.  
 
    “No man…this can’t be happening!” Nate was trying to pull him up.  
 
    “Go, get the hell outta here.” Alex told them both.  
 
    “Nate, we got company and lots of it.” Andrew blew out.  
 
    Nate turned and looked at the horde of drunks then back at Alex. “I can’t be saved Nate, just go. I can be with my family now.” 
 
    Nate placed his hands in Alex’s and shook it. “It was good to know you brother.” Nate stated.  
 
    Andrew did the same and both moved around the fence and watched the horde bounce into the fence and make their way down toward Alex. Neither of them could bear to watch them get close to their friend. They turned and raced inside. Andrew locked the door behind him and Nate dropped to his knees on the tiled floor.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Eric queried.  
 
    Andrew turned from the door and took long strides to Eric. He put up his arm and landed it hard against Eric’s chest and slammed him into the wall.  
 
    “Look here you son of a bitch. I get you run this shit and you saved my life, but who in the hell gives you the right to kill others because you don’t like what they have done or who they are!”  
 
    Eric pulled his head back as far as he could from the spittle coming from Andrew’s yelling. Andrew continued, “You are one sorry excuse for a man!”  
 
    Andrew backed away from him and so badly wanted to punch him in the face, but refrained.  
 
    “Are you done?” Eric asked calmly.  
 
    “Fuck you dickwad!” Andrew stated before walking down the hall and into a room.  
 
    “Anyone else want to throw a fit?” Eric announced.  
 
    By that time, Adrianna and Rue and joined the group of men and Mary in the lobby.  
 
    “What in the hell is going on?” Rue questioned with Rowena sitting on her hip.  
 
    “Eric locked the door while Alex was outside. He couldn’t get in, he left him out there to die! Eric killed Alex!?” Mary explained.  
 
    “What?” Adrianna looked back and forth from Willy to Nate to Mary and then at Eric.  
 
    Rue dropped her head and turned and headed back down the hallway.  
 
    “Wow, what a sack of crap.” Mary stated before taking her armfuls of food and drinks to the breakroom.  
 
    “No, he killed himself by trying to kill us all.” Eric explained.  
 
    Mary walked back into the lobby, “You know what, I think it is a big asshole move to do what you did. You should be ashamed of yourself for being so cruel! Excuse my French.” She apologized to everyone else.  
 
    Eric grinned at her and then laughed an evil sounding laugh. “You should be ashamed of yourself for talking to me that way.”  
 
    Eric backhanded Mary across the face. Mary shot her face back to Eric and grabbed for the red mark on the side of her face.  
 
    “Guess this is how you were raised.” Mary stated before walking off down the hall.  
 
    Adrianna followed her while Nate and Willy stood in shock in the lobby with Eric.  
 
    “You two have anything to say? I would suggest you don’t, I am about to put all of the rest of you out with Alex.”  
 
    Nate closed his eyes with anger and dropped his chin to his chest biting his tongue. 
 
    “You really are one sorry son of a bitch.” Willy stated.  
 
    Eric grinned at the both of them and walked toward the back office and slammed the door. 
 
    Everyone could not believe what had happened. They all thought of ways to get rid of Eric or to leave the group. None of them wanted to kill him off, that would be wrong and it would hurt Rue and no one wanted to do that. They all thought about stealing the van, but never seemed to have the chance. What could they do but stay or make their way into the cruel world with nothing except the clothes on their backs?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GROUP all settled in their rooms. Adrianna, Mary, and Karlin into theirs, Nate, Andrew, and Willy decided to stick together in another, leaving the last office empty while Rue and Eric and the kids stayed hidden in the back office.  
 
    All had gathered a few things to eat and drink and took to their rooms. Adrianna came out and headed toward the bathroom between the offices when Nate almost fell out of their room tripping over Andrew’s boots. 
 
    “Well hey there!” Adrianna laughed.  
 
    “Hey, how is Mary?” He asked with concern.  
 
    “She is okay, still pretty pissed off, but okay. Anyone seen Eric or Rue or even heard them?” Adrianna wondered.  
 
    “Nope and I am okay with not dealing with Eric right now. He has cost us one of our own again and we are stuck with this prick until we can get out on our own, but without a vehicle we are screwed.” He told her.  
 
    “Let me know when you find that and I will come with.” Adrianna offered.  
 
    Nate nodded and went into the bathroom marked for men and Adrianna to the women’s.  
 
    The door to the women’s restroom opened as she sat down inside a stall. Adrianna listened for a moment knowing that it had to be Mary or Rue.  
 
    “Ummm who’s there?” She questioned.  
 
    “Just me and Rowy.” Rue quietly stated.  
 
    Arianna could hear her pouring water into one of the sinks and Rowena cooing and splashing in the water. Adrianna finished up her business and poured a bottle of water into the toilet to make the liquid go down so the bathroom would stay somewhat clean smelling. She unlocked the door and took in a breath before pulling it open.  
 
    “Everything okay?”  
 
    “Yep, just needed to give her a little bath before bed.”  
 
    Adrianna put her finger in Rowena’s hand and smiled at her as she splashed water over the counter. Rue stayed very quiet and continued bathing the baby without ever looking at Adrianna.  
 
    “Is he always like that?” Adrianna asked.  
 
    “Has been since I’ve known him.” She spouted back quickly. “All you have to do is follow his rules and things stay fairly calm, otherwise there is no point in keeping the ones that can’t follow rules around.”  
 
    Adrianna was taken aback with her answer. Rue wrapped Rowena in a blanket and pulled the door open and was back to her room before Adrianna was able to make it out of the door. She stood and stared at the door and wondered what went on behind there.  
 
    She headed back to her room and closed the door. “I just had the strangest conversation with Rue. She said that there is no point in keeping someone around if they don’t follow the rules.”  
 
    “I guess that is true to a point, you have to do things a certain way in the world we live in now, but his way is not always going to be the right way. What the hell are those two anyway, brother and sister or what?” Mary inquired.  
 
    Adrianna shrugged and took her glasses off setting them on the desk that they had pushed over against the wall. They both laid down on the floor, got comfortable and drifted off to sleep wondering if Rue really felt that others should be killed because they have a difference of opinion.  
 
    The sun poured in through the office windows, waking everyone up at almost the same time. Mary and Adrianna laughed, trying not to wake up Karlin, listening to the guys try and maneuver around each other in the hallway.  
 
    “Move out of the way, I have to pee.” Nate pushed one of them against the girls’ door.  
 
    “We all have to go Nate, quit being pushy.” Willy tried to mediate.  
 
    The ladies laughed as they opened the door and Andrew fell into them.  
 
    “Good morning.” Mary caught him.  
 
    “Good morning ladies.” Willy laughed.  
 
    The three men finally made it into their bathroom and Mary and Adrianna took bottles of water into theirs and began washing up. They could still hear the men talking from the other side of the wall as they fought over urinals. Both of them laughed as they listened to them. Both of them moved out of the bathroom after washing up and getting dressed and started down the hallway headed to the breakroom.  
 
    “Watch out!” They heard from behind them.  
 
    Both of them moved up against the wall and all three guys ran by. “What the hell?” Mary hollered at them.  
 
    “Guess you gotta find a way to have some kind of fun!” Adrianna laughed before following the guys to the breakroom.  
 
    Nate and Willy were fighting over the last bag of cool ranch Doritos while Andrew downed a sprite.  
 
    “Gentlemen!” Mary shot out at them.  
 
    They all stopped and looked at her with big eyes. Adrianna walked by and snatched the bag from both of their hands and ran and sat in the corner. Nate and Willy looked at her and then back at Mary. Both took off and fell on top of Adrianna wrestling her for the chips.  
 
    “What in the hell do you all think you are doing?” A voice rattled through all of their ears.  
 
    The whole world seemed to stop. Everyone turned toward Eric and Rue standing in the doorway.  They all rose from where they were and stood in a line at against the far wall of the room.  
 
    “Sorry.” Willy whispered.  
 
    “Don’t apologize for having fun!” Mary replied to his apology.  
 
    “This is not time for fun, this is the apocalypse!” Eric stated.  
 
    The four stood with their heads hung. “Pick up your heads, no reason to feel bad, they were just messing around. We don’t have any zombies in here. We will all be serious when we are in a zombie predicament.” Mary explained.  
 
    Eric glared at Mary. “I thought I made you understand where your place is earlier?” He questioned her.  
 
    Mary shot him the finger and left the room pushing past Rue and the kids.  
 
    “Guys, this IS serious! Stop fucking around!” Rue spat at the group and walked out grabbing Barker’s arm and dragging him behind her.  
 
    The crew all looked at each other without saying a word. Rue had never spoken that way to them and now seemed to be on Eric’s side instead of being a neutral.  
 
    “What in the world?” Nate asked everyone for an explanation.  
 
    Everyone shrugged their shoulders and started organizing everything in the breakroom. They all agreed to share the couple of bags of chips and a couple of the sodas between them. They cleaned their mess and headed to the lobby lining themselves in front of the window to the outside.  
 
    “There has to be something nearby.” Willy stated.  
 
    “Maybe we can take the van and find a place to gather materials.” Andrew offered.  
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. “I wish we had electricity, I want some coffee BAD!” Nate teased everyone’s taste buds.  
 
    Again the group nodded in sad agreement.  
 
    “Where is Karlin?” Eric questioned.  
 
    “Sleeping, she can’t even stand yet and her face is still pale. She needs to rest up and gain back strength.” Adrianna was really starting to not like this guy.  
 
    “Fine! Where is Mary?”  
 
    “Room I guess, I will get her.” Willy stated.  
 
    Willy shimmied by Eric who was blocking the hall and went back to the room. He knocked lightly. “Mary?” He whispered.  
 
    She opened the door in a huff. “Sorry, figured you were Eric.”  
 
    “Actually, it was Eric who wanted you in the lobby.” Willy warned.  
 
    Mary took in a deep breath and walked back to the lobby with Willy and made her way next to Adrianna. She put her arm across her back and smiled a half smile knowing that none of them were happy being here.  
 
    “Now! Here is the plan. Are you listening? We are going to get supplies. Andrew, you will drive, Nate and Willy will be getting out and getting the supplies as we go along. I, as usual will be supervising. The women and children are staying here. I want sandwiches made for us to take along with a few bottles of water.”  
 
    Eric peered at the women. “Go do that now!” 
 
    Adrianna and Mary skipped off arm in arm laughing, knowing that there happiness would irritate Eric. But, knew that this would benefit Andrew, Willy, and Nate, so they were happy to do it. 
 
    “Grab some weapons of some sort. We need gas, some more weapons since we left ours, as well as things like batteries, flashlights and anything that may be useful. Understood?” He explained.  
 
    “You know Eric, I usually don’t say much...” Nate started.  
 
    “Then no reason to start now.” Eric advised before turning to go back down the hall.  
 
    Nate watched him with his jaw dropped open until he close the door to the back office. He looked from Willy to Andrew, both of them laughed as Willy put one finger under his jaw and closed his mouth. The three rummaged around the area and found a few things to use as weapons. Tire iron, mortar spatula and a pole that looked to hold up scaffolding were the weapons they gathered. They stood by the door and waited. Adrianna and Mary rounded the corner with plastic grocery bags they had found filled with all that was requested.  
 
    “Here guys, there are two sandwiches and some chips for each of you, two waters and a soda for each. Be careful.” Mary handed Nate the bag.  
 
    Mary hugged all three of them and kissed them on the cheek. “See you soon.”  
 
    All of them directed their attention down the hallway when they heard the door squeak open. They all leaned their heads over to look. Rue was giving Eric a hug and she kissed him on the cheek. Eric backed out and closed the door, with head down and arms down by his side, he held them away from his body like he was buff and had just got done working out.  
 
    “Why does he walk like that?” Willy asked. “He really isn’t all that good looking.”  
 
    Nate turned and wrinkled his face at Willy and took a step back. Andrew laughed at Nate’s silent response and laughed harder when Willy took a step toward Nate and put his hand on his shoulder. “You’re kinda cute though.”  
 
    “Let’s load up.” Eric demanded of them.  
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NATE TOOK the liberty of unlocking the door, Andrew and Willy stood behind him waiting to follow him out. He pushed open the door and stepped into the entryway. He was able to see straight ahead, but not to the sides. He took another two steps knowing that Willy and Andrew were behind him. He peered left, then right and forward again. He held the metal pointed spatula ready to gouge at anything that came into his path. Nothing appeared in immediate view so Nate dropped his spatula to his side and stepped fully out into the opening. Andrew and Willy moved up next to him following Nate’s actions and dropping their weapons as well.  
 
    “Drunks must be passed out somewhere.” Nate kept looking around.  
 
    Eric appeared behind them. “Why are we just standing here?” 
 
    They all moved to the parked van, hopped inside and shut the doors. They watched behind them to see if the noise of the doors had drawn any attention. Andrew started the van, backed up and pulled up to the street.  
 
    “Left, we know there is nothing back the way we came.” Eric pointed.  
 
    Andrew headed out onto the road and drove only a few feet when a man seemed to jump from out of nowhere and hit the driver’s side window. Andrew jumped, swerved onto the side of the road and pulled the wheel back onto the asphalt. He drove on with both hands gripped tightly around the skinny brown wheel. Everyone else was startled but couldn’t help but laugh at Andrew jumping the way he did.  
 
    “Man, I thought you were going to go through the roof!” Nate said between laughs.  
 
    “Shut up Nate!” Andrew belted back. “That asshole came out of nowhere.”  
 
    They moved on down the road at a semi slow pace as they all looked from side to side looking for somewhere to stop. Andrew hit the brakes with force and made everyone jolt forward. Everyone slammed back against their seats and started looking for why he had stopped so suddenly. Andrew pointed in front of him.  
 
    A small boy stood in front of the van waving his arms at them. He had a dirty little face and could not have been more than five or six. His little transformers t-shirt had been torn through the symbol and laid open exposing his chest. Andrew peered over at Eric.  
 
    “Go around.” Eric pointed to the side.  
 
    “Come one man, it is a kid.” Willy begged.  
 
    Eric shook his head and waved Willy out of the van. “Then you go get him and make sure he is clean.”  
 
    Willy pulled open the sliding door and stepped out just as a woman topped the asphalt holding a mass covered in a blue and white striped blanket. He stopped mid step and watched her make her way to the little boy.  
 
    The woman was about average height for a woman, about five foot five or so, she wore a tank top and an old torn pair of blue jeans and black tennis shoes. She carried the bundle of blanket gently in one arm and a hammer in the other.  
 
    “Please let me in, please.” She begged.  
 
    Eric rolled down his window. “We aren’t accepting new members right now, sorry.”  
 
    Willy stepped forward and glared at Eric. “Man, she has kids.”  
 
    Eric looked at Willy and rolled up his window.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Willy hollered to her.  
 
    “No, please…I have two babies here. We have been fighting for days. Please let me in to rest.” She mumbled.  
 
    Willy took slow steps toward the woman and children. “I am Willy, we are out to find materials and food. Have you been bitten? Are the kids okay?” He now stood next to the little boy.  
 
    “I am Jennifer Williams, this is my son Garrett and my newborn Caden. We stayed in our house for the first couple of days and then I could not get Caden to quit crying so the zombies broke in. I left with my boys and have been on the run with a hammer and them and nothing else. Garrett has not eaten in three days and neither have I. Please can we just have a little water and I will leave you alone.”  
 
    “Come on.” He picked up Garrett and headed to the van.  
 
    Willy held open the van door and let Jennifer climb into the back bench seat with Caden and placed Garrett in to follow his mother. Willy got back in his seat and slid the door shut.  
 
    “This is Nate, Andrew and Eric.” Willy introduced. Everyone waved except Eric.   
 
    Nate handed a bottle of their water to Jennifer and she gave some to Garrett and poured just a bit into Caden’s mouth. “I have been able to breastfeed, but it has had to be on the run.”  
 
    Nate handed her one of the sandwiches from the bag.  
 
    “If we are going to be giving away our food, you better make sure that she is willing to fight for some more.” Eric mouthed off from the front seat.  
 
    “Yeah, I got it Eric.” Willy let him know.  
 
    Garrett ate most of the sandwich and handed the last few bites to his mother. Nate and Willy watched Jennifer become relieved and Garrett sat back in the seat and closed his eyes.  
 
    The van turned then stopped. Willy and Nate turned to see a small mom and pop shop. It was a small general store that appeared to be locked up tight. All of the windows were intact and the door was closed. There were three or four zombies scattered around it, but nothing they were unable to handle.  
 
    “Here y’all go, get after it!” Eric told them.  
 
    They all hesitated for a moment and waited for Eric to lead the way. “Are you not coming?” Willy asked.  
 
    “Nope. I’m waiting here and going to let Jennifer here know the rules.”  
 
    Nate, Willy and Andrew exited the van at the same time with their weapons on hand. They all met at the front of the van and quietly told each other which zombies they were taking out. They all three moved forward and each one took out the undead they claimed. Nate’s spatula easily took out his, Willy had the crowbar and took his out. Andrew swung at his with the steel pole and the man only stood there still clattering his teeth. Andrew drew his pole back again and hit the man again, still the man stood there.   
 
    “What the hell?” Andrew blew out.  
 
    Andrew brought the pole over his head and lunged it into the zombie’s forehead and ran him backwards into the building. The pole had stuck through the head of the zombie and impaled into the wooden wall. Andrew backed up from him.  
 
    “Take that asshole!” He told him.  
 
    Nate laughed and took Andrew’s arm and pulled him to the side waiting for Willy to pop the door open with his crowbar. Andrew and Nate kept their backs to Willy watching for any approaching.  
 
    “Wonder how Eric is making out with Jennifer?” Nate expressed out loud.  
 
    Andrew shook his head with nothing to comment back.   
 
    Eric turned in his seat and cocked his head at Jennifer. “I want to let you know the rules. I have already gotten rid of numerous people for disobeying MY rules; do not think I will not hesitate to do the same with you OR your children. Understand?”  
 
    Jennifer stared at him in horror. “Do you get it?!” Eric hollered.  
 
    “Yes Yes, please don’t scream at me!” She hollered back.  
 
    “What I say goes.” Eric turned back around, he was able to see the door to the store close behind the three that he sent in. “I normally do not allow anyone to stay behind and not help, but you need to feed that baby and give me two more strong men for my group.” Eric opened his door and headed across the parking lot to the front door. He pulled the door to go in and supervise the situation but the door would not open. He knocked lightly to catch their attention. He stood for a few seconds waiting for them to let him in, when a woman came around the corner of the building. He backed up from the door and watched her carefully. He had no weapon on hand and stopped when he heard a growl behind him, he turned and was face to face with a man that had half of his face torn off and a his lips were both split open. He opened his mouth to come at Eric. He held both of his hands up and grabbed Eric’s shoulders. With a kick to the man’s torso he flew back from Eric and hit the ground hard, Eric turned and the woman was almost on top of him. She waddled a few more steps to him and then hit the ground with a hammer sticking out of her head and Jennifer standing over her. Eric grabbed the hammer from the woman’s head and turned fast swinging the hammer and hit the man that had made it back to his feet in the head and watched him fall. Eric blew out a breath of relief and looked at Jennifer without saying thank you.  
 
    Andrew ran out to the parking lot. “Are y’all okay? I saw Jennifer in the parking lot through the door.”  
 
    Eric hurried inside, Jennifer nodded at Andrew and started walking back to the van. Andrew followed Eric and closed and locked the deadbolt that Willy had pried open. 
 
    “Where in the fuck were you all? I knocked and you just left me out here!” Eric hollered.  
 
    “You mean like you have stuck everyone out before to fight your battles?” Willy stated.  
 
    Eric glared at Willy. “What is your deal? Did you all of a sudden have some gay confidence take over your stupid faggot brain?”  
 
    Willy flipped him off and turned to continue what they were all doing. Nate followed. “Stupid gay man you are!” Nate said in a low voice with a laugh.  
 
    Willy looked over his shoulder with an angry face and then laughed knowing that Nate was making fun of Eric.  
 
    The store had a back storage area and nothing had been touched in the store. The shelves were filled with food on one side and extra things on the other. Nate and Willy found gas cans as well as tools to restock up on and brought them to the front of the store. Andrew had already gathered tons of food and bagged them up in the bags he had fetched from behind the counter. Eric had made a mound of clothes that he grabbed from the two aisles that were lined with shirts, pants and shoes and underclothes.  
 
    “Not sure how much we can fit in the back. We have to be able to have access to the gas cans to put gas in them.” Andrew made a point.  
 
    “Put everything on one side and all of the gas cans on the other. Let’s get what we have in there and then we will collect more if we can.” Eric supervised.  
 
    The three grabbed armfuls and took them to the van. Jennifer had seen them coming and had crawled over the back seat and already had the back doors to the van open for them. Andrew began organizing everything as Nate and Willy poured their things into the back after him. With materials piled to the top of the van and gas cans covering the other half of the back, Andrew closed the doors and the three piled into the back. Eric stood at the open door of the building and watched them from there.  
 
    “Get your asses back in here!” He hollered.  
 
    They all hesitated since there was no room for anything else. They had all gotten their weapons and there was nothing left to do except get gas, they all wondered what the hell he wanted them to do. They piled back out of the van, closing all of the doors to secure Jennifer and the kids and walked back to the building.  
 
    “We can’t fit anything else in.” Nate pointed to the van.  
 
    “We are not done until I say we are done!” Eric spat out to them. “Now you may go.” 
 
    The three stood in awe of the balls this man had staring at him with anger. Nate turned before he did or said something he regretted and pulled the shoulder of Andrew’s shirt and tapped Willy on the shoulder. All three followed each other out and loaded back in the van. They could hear Eric laughing about the control that he had over them. Jennifer was confused at what was going on. Eric hopped into the front seat and turned to the back.  
 
    “Apologies for the delay Jennifer, sometimes you just have to teach people how to listen.” He explained.  
 
    Andrew started the van and headed out of the parking lot down the same way they were headed before. There were not many cars scattered on the roads, but the ones that were Andrew would stop and Nate and Willy would jump out and syphon gas into one of the gas cans with the hose they had found at the shop. Soon Andrew came upon a building with a parking lot full of cars that had been left in their spaces.  Andrew pulled just inside the driveway and stopped. The building was only two stories, it was brown on the outside and read Daily Record across the top. It was an old building, and looked to be falling apart.  
 
    “Pull up by the first row of cars.” Nate pointed Andrew in the direction.  
 
    Andrew slowly pulled forward scanning through the crowded parking lot. Zombies were at the far end of the lot bouncing back and forth between cars.  
 
    “Watch it guys.” Andrew nodded toward the ones that were confused on how to make their way to them.  
 
    “Just a couple of drunks, we will be okay.” Nate laughed.  
 
    Andrew stopped at the first car, Nate and Willy jumped out.  
 
    “Quick, fast and in a hurry!” Willy whispered to Nate while they got gas cans out of the back.  
 
    Each had one gas can and a piece of hose. They made their way through four cars filling the cans. Nate was running back to the van to switch a full can for an empty one when a scream shot out through the air. Nate dropped the empty can and clapped his hands over his ears. The scream was as though someone had taking a metal rake and scraped it across one of the cars. Nate could hear the scream through his covered ears and started looking round for what was making the horrid scream, Willy’s arms were flailing in the air from behind a blue car about six spaces away from where the van was parked. Nate ran toward Willy with only a piece of green water hose in hand. He rounded the blue car to see Willy holding off a man on his knees. He was lunging his head forward as Willy held him at bay with the full gas can. Again, the horrid scream sounded; Nate covered his ears and stared at Willy with his mouth wide open.  
 
    “My God, please shut your mouth!” Nate hollered.  
 
    Willy closed his mouth and took a few steps back and the man dropped forward face first onto the concrete. He pushed himself back up with his arms and caught the two stubs at the end of his thighs. He rocked to the left and shot his right side forward and did the same for the left. Nate wrapped the hose around the man’s neck and pulled him back to him. He pulled each side tight and with one more hard pull, the man’s head snapped from his neck and fell at Nate’s feet, the body fell forward with a thud.  
 
    “Did you really just scream like a girl because of a legless drunk?” Nate heaved out in between breaths.  
 
    “He crawled out from under the car and scared the shit out of me.” Willy leaned against the car and put his hand up to his chest. 
 
    “Sometimes, you are really the biggest girl.” Nate leaned over to catch his breath. 
 
    Willy and Nate made their way back to the van. They gathered empty gas cans along with weapons this time and went back to the cars they had not hit yet. They made their way through the whole row while watching the wandering group on the other side of the lot. They started back down the row in front of the one they had finished. They both had about half of each can left empty and wanted to fill them. Nate and Willy both checked each car for keys that may have been left in them so that maybe they could have another vehicle. They so badly wanted to get away from Eric, but could not do anything without another mode of transportation.  
 
    Finally filling the cans, they made their way in and out of cars and to the van to trade out again. They hurried back down the row and continued their same routine. Nate bent over securing the cap back onto the can and heard footsteps on the other side of the car. He knew that Willy was two cars in front of him. Nate dropped to his knees and watched the dragging feet make their way to the back of the car. Nate stood and turned quickly, he raised the metal bar over his shoulder and swung with all his force like a bat. The man fell immediately and Nate turned to see a man coming up on Willy. Nate rounded the ends of the car to his right and headed to Willy. Andrew had already jumped from the van with t-post he had picked up from the store and made it to the man that was behind Willy at the same time and took him out with ease. Willy had already raised his crowbar and was waiting for the man to get close enough to him.  
 
    “Damn, guys I had him.” Willy told them.  
 
    “Let’s get back to the van, there are four more making their way through the cars.” Andrew herded them toward the van.  
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    ERIC WAS angry at the fact that Andrew had told them to come to the van. Nate and Willy were happy to be able to take a rest.  
 
    “We have five gas cans full. We need to start making our way back.” Nate suggested. 
 
     Eric turned and stared at Nate. “You will be done when I say you are done. Haven’t we had that discussion?”  
 
    Nate raised his eyebrows at the man that claimed to be the leader and shook his head. “I think I am going to rest for a bit, if you want some more. You go.”  
 
    Anger shot from Eric’s eyes at Nate.  
 
    “Andrew, get to it.” Eric stated without tearing his eyes from Nate’s.  
 
    Jennifer spoke up. “Caden is asleep, I can go.”  
 
    “Good, get to it!” Eric told her.  
 
    Nate and Willy rolled their eyes and Eric. “Jennifer, you don’t have to go.” Willy told her as she climbed from the back.  
 
    “No, I should. I need to help too.” She stated stepping through the van door.  
 
    Willy handed her the crowbar and Andrew took his t-post. They moved to the back of the van and took the three last empty cans and made their way to where Willy and Nate had left off. Both of them stayed across from each other instead on different sides of cars like Nate and Willy. They kept an eye on the few zombies that seemed to have their eyes on them. 
 
    “Let’s move quick and get back to the van.” Andrew whispered trying not to draw any more attention to them from the growling zombies. 
 
    Jennifer and Andrew filled the remaining cans and started making their way back to the van. They loaded up the back and hurried back into the van. Jennifer sat down in the seat Willy had moved from to let her in easier. He was talking to Garrett and Caden was no longer lying on the seat next to Garrett. Jennifer frantically jumped up on her knees in the seat and searched the backseat for him.  
 
    “He is fine.” Eric stated.  
 
    Jennifer turned quickly to Eric who was holding her newborn son. “Why do you have my son?” She sat down and leaned forward to get verification that her son was okay.  
 
    “He started fussing and I went and got him.” Eric explained.  
 
    “Thank you, I will take him, he may be hungry.” Jennifer reached her arms out to him.  
 
    “No, he is fine.” Eric stated. “Andrew get us back.”  
 
    Jennifer sat back in her chair watching her squirmy son with a man she hardly knew and did not seem like a nice one. Her heart beat hard as she turned to Garrett and he smiled a big toothy grin at her and then turned back to her youngest son. Andrew drove cautiously back through the main road and pulled into the dark red brick building.  
 
    “Unload!” Eric required.  
 
    Eric stepped from the van with Caden wrapped in his arms and his head laid on his chest. Jennifer watched him disappear into the brick building. 
 
    She jumped from the van and hurried inside after him dragging Garrett behind her. “Excuse me!” She shouted.  
 
    Eric kept walking past Adrianna and Mary and to the back room and closed the door before Jennifer could get to him. She knocked on the door and Eric flung it open.  
 
    “We have children taking naps in here. Go help the others and you can see him after his nap.” Eric told her before closing the door.  
 
    The door came inches from hitting her nose as he shut it in her face. She turned and looked at the two women standing at the end of the hall and then back at the door.  
 
    She pointed at the door. “Wh…What is he doing with my baby.” Jennifer looked back and forth from the women and the door and then started walking toward the two women that may tell her what to do to get her son.  
 
    “Well, hi there, I’m Mary this is Adrianna; and unless you bust in there and take your baby and then leave back into the apocalypse, you are kind of screwed on getting him right now. Rue is back there, he will be fine.” 
 
    Jennifer still looked from the door to the two women concerned for her son. Mary pulled her arm to one of the office chairs and pushed her shoulders downward so she would sit.  
 
    “Do you need some water?” Adrianna ran to get a bottle and brought it back to Mary.  
 
    Jennifer opened it and took a drink and handed it to Garrett still looking around Mary down the hallway. Adrianna stood watching the mother.  
 
    “I used to have family that was that concerned about me. Gosh, I miss them.” Adrianna stated.  
 
    Jennifer looked at the young girl and felt bad for her. “Hi, I am Jennifer.” She stuck out her hand.  
 
    Adrianna reached out and shook it. “Now that is better. Are you okay?” Mary asked the new girl.  
 
    Jennifer shook her head yes and took a deep breath. Mary waved her to follow and led her to the breakroom, they all sat at one of the tables.  
 
    “Who is this guy?” Jennifer questioned them.  
 
    Mary started. “All we know is that his name is Eric Baily. He states that this is his group and that if all of his rules are not complied with, he will just get rid of you. The bad thing is that he is not kidding. We have seen him get rid of others. All we can do is obey and deal with his stupid ass until we have somewhere else to go. Rue is another woman that is part of the group, she pretty much stays to herself, she has a couple of kids.”  
 
    “One just recently died.” Adrianna added.  
 
    “Eric is a real asshole. Just stay out of his away and don’t talk shit back to him.” Mary explained. “Just makes things easier.”  
 
    Jennifer nodded trying to take everything in. Adrianna and Mary jumped up as they heard the door open, forgetting about the guys having to unload. Andrew, Nate and Willy brought in everything from the van except for the gas cans. Mary and Adrianna took all of it and spread it over the tables in the break room and grabbed the guys a bottle of water each. They separated everything from food to clothes to things that were needed like the flashlights and put everything away that belonged in the breakroom and sorted clothes to who they could go to. All of the extra things that could be used, they made an area for in the corner of the breakroom on a shelf. They put anything that the three guys could wear into their room and anything for the three girls in their room and showed Jennifer the room. They also showed her the extra office that she could take over since she had kids. She expressed her appreciation and asked if they would mind if she stayed with them for the first couple of nights.  
 
    Everyone agreed on sleeping situations and settled in after getting a few snacks. Mary sat clothes outside the door at the end of the hall that she thought may fit Rue’s kids before she headed in to join the others. Karlin happened to be awake and Adrianna introduced Jennifer and Garrett to her and helped her sit up and get something to drink. Afterwards, Mary helped her to the bathroom and settled her back in for a good night’s rest.  
 
    The sky was becoming dark and the three men fell asleep quietly right away with being tired from their long day. The girls stayed up and gabbed about where they were from and their families that all of them were sure were gone and how they survived until now.  
 
    Mary and Adrianna fell asleep quickly. Jennifer on the other hand, tried to shut her eyes but only a flash of Caden came to her mind. She watched Garrett sleep and hoped her other son would be with her soon.  
 
    Her eyes popped open hoping that she would hear something from her son or the man that took him. But she heard nothing. I was as though she was grieving, but her son wasn’t dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MORNING sun showed throughout the building from the front door as well as the office windows. Jennifer’s eyes barely opening and Adrianna and Mary were already dressed. 
 
    “Come on down the hall to the breakroom once you’re up.” Adrianna whispered. 
 
    Jennifer nodded her head and they quietly closed the door allowing Jennifer to ready herself.  
 
    She began to hear the rustling from the breakroom as well as from the men from the other room across the hallway. She gathered her thoughts and made herself get up from the floor. Her body ached, but she pressed on. She dressed in a few of the clothes that had been brought back and softly shook her son.  
 
    “Good morning my sweet.” She whispered in his ear.  
 
    “Hi Mommy. Do I have to get up?” He answered with his eyes still closed.  
 
    “Yes son.” She laughed at him.  
 
    He rubbed his tiny eyes and stretched his arms. Jennifer laid out his clothes for him and allowed him to dress himself since he was becoming so independent. She guided him down the hallway and to the breakroom. 
 
    “Well good morning there.” Mary belted out.  
 
     Mary grabbed a piece of paper and handed it to Garrett along with a pencil she had found. “So how old are you?” She asked.  
 
    Garrett held up five fingers. “I can write my ABC’s.” He informed her in his biggest big boy voice.  
 
    “Really!” She acted surprised.  
 
    Garrett began writing on the paper making perfect letters. Mary rubbed his tussled hair and walked to the counter and started pulling out a few things to make some breakfast. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Andrew, Nate, and Willy piled in and surrounded Garrett shouting out ‘oooh’s and aaahhh’s’ at his letters. Garrett ate up the attention from them. The women served a granola bar and small cups of water. They sat out extra for Eric, Rue, and Barker on the far table against the wall. With all of the chit chatting going on, no one noticed Rue walk in. Jennifer caught movement and shot her head up to see Rue holding her son. Tears filled her eyes, she jumped up and ran toward Rue. Jennifer rubbed her son’s small baldness and tried to take her from the woman she had never met.  
 
    “You could ask first. I didn’t have to bring him out.” Rue indicated Jennifer’s rudeness.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, can I hold my son?” Jennifer let go of Rue’s uncouth words.  
 
    Rue handed Caden to Jennifer as they stood in the doorway. Jennifer moved away from the rude woman and sat down with her son in her arms. Garrett ran around to his mother and kissed his little brother on the head and went back to the attention he was getting from the others.  
 
    “You will not get to keep him long.” Rue revealed.  
 
    “And why is that?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Eric has taken a liking to him and is also wanting to spend some time with your oldest. I am sure that you have heard by now that it is easier to do as he says.” Rue leaned on the doorway. “Whenever you have had your visit, Eric is wanting another outing planned and you are part of it.” 
 
    Jennifer looked to the others for guidance, but everyone dropped their heads. “I would rather not leave my children!” Jennifer let her know quickly.  
 
    “Then you can leave here.” Eric rounded the doorway.  
 
    Everyone shot their head up to Eric and Rue with surprise that Eric was now going to use children to keep a crew that would abide by his rules.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Nate piped up.  
 
    “No, no joking here. Rue will be staying here as well as Mary and Karlin to take care of all of the children and the rest of you will be going out to see what you can find. We will stay here for right now since it is safe, but eventually we are going to have to move on and find a place that we are able to grow our own food and able to make fires and things. These snacks are not going to last forever.” Eric explained. “My suggestion, no my orders are that you will go find things that will make it livable for now until we have enough gathered that we can go on our way.”  
 
    The group was in awe at Eric. They were all starting to realize how ugly he made the beautiful art work that covered his body and how his strong defined jawline and toned body only showed how powerful he is instead of how powerful he could make himself for the good. Hatred became a common feeling by all of them and now they really had no way out.  
 
    Eric stomped over to Jennifer and grabbed Caden. Jennifer’s eyes welled with tears, but she could see Garrett watching her.  
 
    “Come on Garrett, you need to meet Barker, he is Rue’s son.” Eric reached for his hand.  
 
    Garrett looked at his mother waiting for her approval. Jennifer turned her face up to Eric and he cocked his head to the side and stared at her with a smirk on his face telling her that she should probably okay it and tell him to go.  
 
    She smiled at her son. “Sure baby, you can go play but be good for Mommy and I will see you soon.”  
 
    Garrett ran to Eric and followed him and Rue down the hall. Jennifer heard the door shut and she could not hold it in any longer; she burst into tears.  
 
    “Why would anyone want to take someone’s children?” She sobbed.  
 
    The group ran to Jennifer and pulled her to stand and all of them wrapped their arms around her.  
 
    “It will be okay, we will make a run and get back to the kids as quick as we can.” Willy assured.  
 
    Jennifer pulled away and wiped her face. “I just need a minute.” She walked into the hallway and to the bathroom. She took the bottle of water that had been left in there from earlier and poured some into her hand, she pulled it up to her face and wiped away the hurt. She stared at herself in the mirror and knew that she could not make it without her children. Suddenly the door opened, Jennifer never looked over expecting it to be Adrianna or Mary. Instead Rue appeared behind her. Her reflection stared at Jennifer in the mirror.  
 
    “It will be fine, whatever he says goes around here. I won’t let anything happen to them.” Rue said before walking out.  
 
    Jennifer never turned around and waited for the sound of the door to close before letting out the breath she was holding in. She could not help but wonder what control Eric had over this Rue. Jennifer pulled her shoulders back, drew in a big breath and walked back to the group.  
 
    “Let’s load shit up that we need and hit the fucking road!” Jennifer demanded.  
 
    Everyone began gathering things while still looking at Jennifer. They weren’t sure what to do except for what she said. All of them loaded bags with water and a few things to eat and walked towards the door staring at Jennifer as they passed by her.  
 
    Jennifer turned and stopped in the hallway looking at the door that her children were behind, she gathered herself, and walked into the lobby and out of the front door.  
 
    Willy had the van started and Nate took up the front passenger seat. Andrew had left the doors open for her. Adrianna sat in the single seat in the middle and Andrew laid sprawled on the back bench seat. Jennifer pulled the doors closed and tapped on Willy’s seat in front of her.  
 
    “Two over there.” Nate pointed out as Willy pulled out to the road.  
 
    “Hell there is a horde down that way.” Adrianna pointed the same way.  
 
    Willy turned down the way they had come from with Eric. Willy drove cautiously around the few cars that were still in the same spots as before and past the small ‘mom and pop’ shop. He made his way past the parking lot full of cars and further down the road to see what there was. The bent over sign showed Highway Thirty One that they were on.  
 
    “Wow, I walked a long way!” Adrianna stated.  
 
    “Where from?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “About thirty or so miles from Canton.” She replied.  
 
    “I was close to there. I was wondering where in the hell I was at.” Jennifer told her.  
 
    “The signs say Malakoff, I had never even heard of it until I got here. I am from further South of here.” Nate offered.  
 
    “Me too! Where abouts?” Willy asked his navigator.  
 
    “Waco area.”  
 
    “Me too, well Cameron.” Willy shot back. “How about you Andrew?” 
 
    “I am from around the Tyler area, I was headed this way when I ran into Eric and Rue and their bunch.” He echoed to the front of the van. “I was actually a bit confused on why Eric wanted to go back this way, but I was safe so I figured whatever is clever.”  
 
    “Funny how we all came together.” Adrianna giggled.  
 
    Willy quickly stopped the van after swerving around a woman and a child zombie walking like they had somewhere to go. He cut the wheel hard to turn so that he did not hit the blue Ford Ranger in the middle of the road. He swerved back and forth around stranded cars and stumbling zombies then pulled in a parking lot. The big black and yellow sign let everyone know that they had come to the Dollar General.  
 
    “How in the hell did you know this was here?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Saw the black and yellow sign and figured we would take out chances that it was a Dollar store.” He happily explained. “And it was. Let’s get dollar shopping!” 
 
    Willy pulled forward and pulled the side doors of the van to the front.  
 
    Everyone scanned the area and saw a few zombies across the street near a broken down old building.  
 
    “They’re drunk, let’s go!” Nate opened his door.  
 
    Willy popped the van into park and turned it off. He pocketed the keys and grabbed his weapon of choice he brought with him. Everyone else grabbed their weapon and agreed to keep it with them at all times. Nate pulled the door, it was locked. Willy came to save the day and poked the end of the tire iron into the crack between the two glass doors and pushed on the end. The door tore away from its mate and invited them in. The crew piled in and pulled the door back to. They pulled a mobile shelf over to the door and blocked it.  
 
    “Let’s see what there is.” Andrew walked to the left.  
 
    Adrianna and Jennifer went straight ahead and Willy and Nate took up to the right.  
 
    “Everyone okay?” Andrew shouted.  
 
    “Yep!” Everyone hollered in unison.  
 
    Adrianna and Jennifer found an aisle of feminine products and all of the smell good soaps you could ask for and gathered them all. Nate and Willy found the drink aisle and took everything they could including shelves full of gallon jugs of water. Andrew collected some other things to use as weapons, mostly garden tools, but they worked before, so why not. They all made their way toward the front of the store about the same time when they stopped mid step listening to the loud clang of the small shelf they had moved in front of the door. Everyone put down their collections silently and made their way to see what had come through. Adrianna saw Nate with his finger to his mouth and Willy waving Jennifer and her back. Both women took a step backwards and saw Andrew come forward. All three men had their weapons ready and counting off, Andrew put up one finger, then two, then three and they ran to the knocked over shelf to find a man lying on the top of it. He reached up towards all three of them and tried to grab at them. He looked like a dog that had been on the streets for days with no food. His ribs showed through his sides and his cheeks were sunk into his face, every time he would clench his few teeth, they seemed to take a chunk of his cheek with it. Blood dripped from his mouth every time he opened it and fell to the floor leaving a puddle. He fell off of the shelf and landed on his back onto the floor, he moved his legs back and forth imitating a turtle that had gotten stuck on his back. Andrew raised the brand new sling blade and gouged it into his head. Blood spatter flung across Nate and Willy standing on the other side. Both of them closed their eyes in disgust. Andrew snickered raising his hand to his mouth.  
 
    “Sorry guys.”  
 
    Willy and Nate nodded their head accepting his apology, but not the shower of blood they just had. They quickly set the shelf back up and placed it in front of the door. They peered out to see three zombies feeling up the hood of the van and four or five more banging on the back of it.  
 
    “Guess we need to take care of those ones.” Andrew stared at the drunks.  
 
    The three told the girls to stay put and snuck out of the doors without making a noise. They took out the three in front first and then Andrew and Willy rounded one side and Nate went to the other. They showed themselves at the same time. Two turned towards Nate and two turned towards the other side. Andrew pushed Willy back and raised his sling blade and took out three of them at once. Their heads all hit the ground one after the other. Nate backed up when he had seen Andrew raise the huge sling blade and stepped forward after the three heads rolled to take care of the last one near the van when Andrew swung again and took it out for him.  
 
    “Mmmhmmm, that is how you do it right there, mmmhmmm” Andrew muttered in his best Sling Blade movie voice.  
 
    Nate laughed that Andrew was joking around. Willy tapped Andrew on the shoulder and pointed at the one zombie that had wandered off away from the van.  
 
    “Mmmhmmm, I got that one too!” The gruff voice came again. 
 
    Andrew walked over a few feet toward the street and swung his blade.  
 
    Willy and Nate shook their head as they laughed at their new sling blade partner, all three headed back into the store and set up their door block once more and continued scavenging.  
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    BACK AT the safe haven that had been set up for the group, Rue had finally immersed from the room with the children. She made her way into the breakroom and began searching for food and drinks for them all.  
 
    Mary wandered in from the chair she had put in the lobby to watch the outside world. Though the world now consisted of zombies, it was still an interesting thing to watch when they could not see you.  
 
    “Hey there guys!” Mary spouted to the kids.  
 
    Garrett ran to hug Mary, Barker stayed with his mom, Rowena sat on the floor and Rue held Caden in her arms trying to unwrap some things with one hand. Mary walked to her and gently took it from her.  
 
    “There is help here, it doesn’t seem like you like to have that, but we are here to help each other.” Mary whispered as she opened the honey bun and handed it to Barker.  
 
    “Thank you. I need to make some of the powdered milk for Caden. I think they brought some bottles back last time they were out, I am just not sure where they are.” Rue said in her soft tone. 
 
    “I have organized everything in here, I can help. I made a cabinet for just the baby stuff.” Mary walked to the far cabinet and opened it to show all of the baby stuff.  
 
    She pulled out a bottle and handed to Rue and pulled out a can of formula as well as the can of powdered milk and set on the counter.  
 
    “We have formula?” Rue asked surprised.  
 
    “They brought it in from their last run. Guess I thought Eric would have told you.” Mary shrugged.  
 
    “Oh my gosh I would die to get Rowy on some normal stuff and off of me.” Rue expressed.  
 
    Mary made another bottle and handed it to Rowena. Rue fed Caden his bottle and they both took a seat at one of the small tables.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Mary hoped she would say yes.  
 
    “Depends on the question.” Rue stated without looking up from the baby. 
 
    “Why is Eric the way he is?”  
 
    “He has been through a lot and then when the apocalypse hit, it was like he took over and had to run things. I think he is mostly right, there has to be a leader of some sort in this situation. He has his reasons for doing things.” Rue half explained.  
 
    Mary nodded. “But why does he have to be so mean? We are all human here and the group he has are all willing to do what is needed to survive.”  
 
    Rue shrugged and turned to check on Rowena since she was just starting to get steady at sitting. 
 
    “I just wish he was not so hateful and physical, there is no need to be that way.” Mary took a drink of the warm juice.  
 
    “Do as he says and there won’t be any issues. He is just trying to keep everyone safe.”  
 
    “But taking someone’s children is uncalled for.” 
 
    “It keeps them safe and gives him more manpower to use.”  
 
    Mary shrugged realizing that she was not going to get anywhere with the conversation. She wanted badly to ask Rue about the relationship between her and Eric, but figured that would be too intrusive. It had been talked about that they might be brother and sister or old boyfriend and girlfriend, from what she understood from the conversations with Nate, Willy and Andrew, there had been wondering about if they were husband and wife. But he never introduced her that way according to Andrew, who was the first to be with them.  
 
    Mary sat biting her tongue and watching to two boys devour their honeybuns. Rue and Mary sat in silence for a long time.  
 
    “Do you want to be here?” Rue asked Mary.  
 
    Mary nodded pulling her cup away from her mouth. “I am happy to be somewhere safe and with mostly good people. I wasn’t quite appreciative of the physical violence, but I have been through worse when I was younger. So, yes I guess I am glad that I was helped, not glad to be around such a harsh man like Eric.”  
 
    Rue sucked her lips into her mouth and pushed her glasses back in front of her eyes where they belonged instead towards the tip of her nose. “Eric can be harsh, but it is all for a good cause.”  
 
    Mary nodded trying not to disagree with Rue, but not agreeing with her either.  
 
    Rue took the bottle from Caden and raised him to her shoulder and started patting his back. Rowena crawled over to Rue as soon as she saw her put Caden on her shoulder. She put both hands up and reached for Rue. Mary moved her chair back and went to get Rowena. She picked her up off of the floor and raised her to her hip. She laid her head on Mary’s shoulder. She patted her back knowing that she was jealous of the attention her Mom was giving another little human. Rue patted Caden until he went to sleep and left Barker, Garrett, and Rowena with Mary. Rue came directly back and gathered the other kids.  
 
    “You are more than welcome to leave them out here if you would like. I can watch them.” Mary offered.  
 
    Rue shook her head. “I better not, Eric has said that they are to stay with me. Thank you though.”  
 
    “Is Jennifer going to get to see her kids when she gets back?” Mary wondered to Rue.  
 
    Rue shrugged at Mary and took the rest of the kids down the hallway. Mary began cleaning the breakroom from the small mess left by the boys when she heard footsteps coming down the hall.  
 
    She continued wiping the table knowing that the footsteps were not that of Rue and never looked up when she could feel someone standing there since she assumed it was Eric.  
 
    “Mary, I hear that you are concerned with the way that I treat people.” He voiced.  
 
    Mary’s head shot up to him. “Honestly, I think you are pretty harsh when everyone is so willing to help. I feel if you weren’t such an ass, we would all get along much better. Plus, pushing people out to the wolves, if you will, is such a wretched way to treat people when really it was all you.”  
 
    Eric walked further into the breakroom and stood very close to Mary. She stood up tall and waited for his response.  
 
    “That is not your concern on how I do things. Your concern is you and if you are going to be the next one out on your ass. I don’t put up with shit and you are the last person that I am concerned about keeping in my group to help me survive the apocalypse.”  
 
    Mary smirked and nodded her head and went back to wiping down the table. She could feel Eric burning a hole in the back of her head with his eyes.  
 
    “Ms. Mary, please know that your smart mouth is going to get you in some major trouble with me. Rue has told you that I run this, if you don’t like it you can leave.”  
 
    Mary nodded her head at him and smiled a huge smile and went back to cleaning.  
 
    *** 
 
    The crew had gathered all there was to gather from the shelves.  
 
    “I wonder why a lot of these stores haven’t been touched yet?” Willy asked.  
 
    “Guess the town is small enough that no one has hit it yet, but soon we are going to have to move on after we clean out the stores and stuff.” Andrew stated.  
 
    Everyone understood and gathered the things they had found and hurried out to the van to load it up. Nate carried three large gas cans out to the van and put them to the side for easy access. After everyone had made two trips and loaded the back as well as half of the back seat, they were ready to get back on the road. Willy drove out of the parking lot and back the way they came. A few zombies were scattered through the streets but Willy did a great job of avoiding them.  
 
    “Let’s stop back by the parking lot and get some more gas. Those couple of pieces of hose are still in the back.” Nate directed Willy.  
 
    Willy nodded and looked down at the gas gage. “We need to top off anyway.”  
 
    Willy pulled into the parking lot and up to the last rows of cars this time. “We can start from down here, since we know we got a lot of them from that other end.”  
 
    Nate agreed and hopped out before Willy even had the van in park. He popped open the back doors and grabbed the two gas cans and hoses. He ran to an oversized jacked up truck parked in the parking space closest to them and unscrewed the cap. He stuck in the hose and put a little suction on it before throwing it into the gas can and out of his mouth before the gas ran into it. Nate had gone to this truck first because he thought the tank would be big and was hoping that it was full. Sure enough, gas came flowing out of the hose filling the gas can almost halfway before finally coming to a light stream. Nate shook the hose and pulled it out of the can. He put the top back on the can as he walked back over to the van and started pouring it into the tank. He listened for the sound of the gas coming to the top and pulled the nozzle out before it overflowed. His can still had some in it so he went to another vehicle and started the same routine. The rest got out of the van and came to help. Willy took the other huge gas can and started a few cars down, both of them leaving the gas tanks open to let the other know that the gas had already been taken. Adrianna followed Willy in and out through the cars watching and learning how to do what he was doing. Andrew and Jennifer kept a watch out for any undead that may cause an interruption in collecting gas. 
 
    Finally with all of the gas cans full to the top, they secured the tops and put them back in the van. Everyone loaded up. They pulled back out on the road and drove slowly around vehicles and pulled back into the parking lot as the sun was just going down. Willy backed up to the door and scanned the parking lot before getting out.  
 
    “I think we’re good, let’s get after it while there is still a little light.” Willy told them.  
 
    Everyone piled out. Andrew started handing things from the back seat to Jennifer and Adrianna while Nate and Willy cleared out the back. Once the back seat was clear, Mary held open the door and they made an assembly line from the van to the front door. Light was diminishing just as they put the last bit inside and closed it and locked it up tight. All of them were happy to be back safe and sound. The group ravished through the new arrival of needed items putting them away where they belonged. Eric heard the commotion and quickly headed down the hall to the lobby to see everyone separating things into piles of where they needed to go. They all stopped as he entered and looked at him waiting for instruction as they all knew was coming.  
 
    “Good job.” Eric stated as he picked up two cans of vegetables. “Do we have a way to open them?”  
 
    Jennifer handed him the manual can opener and turned back to sorting. “Can I see my children now?” She requested.  
 
    “I see no reason that you can’t, just know that the children are the backbone of our future and that they will all be taught by me. I will be spending a lot of time with all of them from now on teaching them the ways of the new world. But yes, by all means go see them.” He explained before allowing her to enter the hall.  
 
    Jennifer sprinted down the hall and stopped just before the door, she knocked lightly and waited impatiently. The door quietly cracked open.  
 
    “Yes?” Rue asked.  
 
    “My kids, I am here to see my kids.” Jennifer spouted back. 
 
    Rue cracked the door a bit more and stuck her head out to see down the hall, Jennifer turned to look to see Eric looking back at them and he nodded his head at Rue. Rue pulled the door open further and allowed Jennifer in. She tiptoed in knowing that some of the kids would be asleep. She scanned the room and saw Caden lying on a blanket next to Rowena. Garett and Blake sat in the corner looking at a book that had been brought back from the first outing. Garrett caught the door opening, sat straight up and once Jennifer entered he jumped to his feet and ran to her. He jumped into Jennifer’s arms and hugged her neck tight. Jennifer wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    “Hey there baby, you been watching your brother?”  
 
    Garrett pulled back from her. “Yep, he smiles when I tickle him.”  
 
    Jennifer smiled at him and pushed his head back to her shoulder.  
 
    “Sorry, it is time for them to go to bed.” Rue told her.  
 
    Jennifer glared at Rue and put her son on the ground. “Do I get to come with you tonight mommy?”  
 
    “I don’t think so son, but we will all be back together soon, mommy has some work to do. Promise it won’t be long.” She told her son as she looked at Rue.  
 
    Rue kept a straight face with no empathy at all towards her. “Go get in bed Garrett.” Rue pulled his hair away from his forehead.  
 
    Jennifer kissed her son’s cheek and smiled at him. Garrett ran back to the corner and laid on the pallet that was made for him.  
 
     “I am not sure what kind of bullshit you and Eric have going on here, but you as a mother should understand what I am going through and how hard this is.”  
 
    “What you are going through? What? Keeping your children safe? That is the bullshit we are doing, you and your children can leave, just as Eric has said.” Rue shot back with attitude.  
 
    Jennifer nodded at Rue and gave a sarcastic smile and left to the hallway. She closed the door and broke into quiet tears. She pulled her hands to her face, walked down the hall and turned into the room that she had slept in with Karlin, Mary, and Adrianna. She fell to the floor and sobbed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Karlin asked.  
 
    Jennifer wiped her face and shook her head no. “They are just trying to keep people safe is what they say.”  
 
    Jennifer looked up at the young girl. “Where are your parents?”  
 
    Karlin smiled. “Dad was not around before stupid zombies, Mom was killed awhile back at the other land we were at.” 
 
    She nodded at the girl and smiled at her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Guess it is part of life, which is what Eric says anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JENNIFER STAYED and talked to Karlin for a while and was surprised that she was ‘allowed’ to do so. They could hear the rustling outside of everyone putting things up. Jennifer knew that she should be helping, but really did not have the patience to deal with Eric right now.  
 
    After a bit, Mary and Adrianna came to the room with some snacks for Karlin and Jennifer.  
 
    “Sorry I didn’t help.” Jennifer quickly apologized.  
 
    Mary waved her hand at her with a no big deal kind of meaning and walked over to Karlin. “How ya feeling kid?”  
 
    Karlin nodded and stuffed the soft granola bar in her mouth. “Actually, I feel pretty good. I think I want to get out of this room.” 
 
    Adriana laughed at her. “Well, you can come help us in the morning then.”  
 
    Karlin nodded and laid back on her pillow. The girls talked for a while before falling to sleep.  
 
    The guys had already piled up in their room and didn’t make any noise.  
 
    Eric made his way back to the back office and viewed all of the children lying across the floor in their assigned spots.  
 
    “These children will all be raised to survive. This is good. We are building.” Eric voiced.  
 
    Rue refused to talk too much to Eric or it would cause argument she had learned quickly when she met him. She would rather pick her battles than argue with anyone, Eric especially. She sat in chair in the far corner feeding Rowena a bottle and listening to Eric.  
 
    “These people are going to understand that it is in their best interest to be here and follow my rules.”  
 
    “She will kill for her children, she is not the kind of mom that is just going to lie down and take your shit. We need to be careful.” Rue let out what she thought.  
 
    Eric pulled his hand to his chin and looked at Garrett and Caden. “Guess I will need to make sure that she does not interfere. She will do what I tell her. These people don’t understand that they are stuck here and have no choice but to follow my rules.”  
 
    Rue nodded in agreement. “She needs to be taken care of. These kids need a safe place to stay and that is here with me.” Rue requested.  
 
    Eric looked at Rue, knowing that her suggestion was for the best.  
 
    “I will take care of it.” He told her. 
 
    ***  
 
    “Good morning ladies.” Mary called from behind the makeshift curtain they had put in the corner to get dressed away from each other. 
 
    “Good morning Ms. Mary!” Karlin belted out in the middle of a stretch.  
 
    The other two moaned a bit letting them know they were awake.  
 
    “Let’s get moving, we will make a tray of morning stuff and set out, I think I am going to try and make some tea today. If I can set it in the sun without some asshole taking it we will be good.”  
 
    Karlin got up and stretched a little seeing how she felt before moving. “I am good to go, let’s get at it.”  
 
    Mary moved the curtain aside and stepped out. Karlin pulled on her shoes and followed Mary into the hallway. She knocked on the door to where she knew the guys were sleeping and Karlin copied her and knocked three times. Mary giggled and both of them made their way into the breakroom. She handed Karlin three boxes and pointed to a table to take it to. Mary searched for the large platter she knew they had brought back and finally pulled it out.  
 
    “AHA!! Found it! Let’s take all of those out of the boxes and unwrap them and arrange them on the platter. Here is some of the powdered milk we will make.”  
 
    Karlin nodded and started at her instructions from Mary. Jennifer and Adrianna joined them by sitting at the table with their head in their hands still half asleep. “Good morning ladies!” Mary bellowed out.  
 
    Both of them wave and went back to being half asleep. Mary poured water into a large jug and dropped in a few tea bags. “Is there a back door to this place?” Mary asked.  
 
    She looked at everyone as they shrugged their shoulders. “Guess I will find out.”  
 
    Mary started off around through the lobby and down the small hall that led out to the warehouse, there was only so much she could see. She opened the door and looked out into the dark. A small window was the only light she had since they had closed the roll up door. She squinted her eyes and watched for a moment for anything moving. She stepped over the threshold and saw a small stream of light coming from what looked like a door to the side of the loading doors. She made her way to it, stepping over a few bricks that she was thankful that she saw. She ran her hand across the door and found the knob. She gave it a turn and pulled with no give of the door, she ran her hand over the knob to find the lock; the knob was smooth. She ran her hand up from the knob and hit a deadbolt lock. She turned the lock slowly and listened for the click. She was not sure what would be behind the door and quietly slid her hand back down to the knob, gave it a half turn, listened and then turned it the rest of the way. She pulled the door open just enough for her to put her eye up to it and look out. She could see the sun fighting for its way in so she pulled it open a little more. She could see the fence that surrounded the back and assumed that there would not be any zombies inside the fence line and started to open it the rest of the way when the door slammed shut. Mary jumped and turned ready to punch.  
 
    “There is not even one reason I can think of that you should be back here!” Eric’s voice roared through the warehouse.  
 
    “I am going to make some tea. You have to put it in the sun.” Mary filled him in.  
 
    “Well, sounds like your plan should have been run by me. I want no doors open unless I say so.”  
 
    Mary’s hands dropped to her side and she turned away from Eric and made her way back to the lobby. “Guess we will see if sun tea can be made inside.” Mary told the other girls.  
 
    Mary explained what had happened to the girls and tried to find a sunny spot near a window to put the tea. Willy and Andrew finally made their way to the breakroom and bee lined to the platter of sweetness that Karlin and Mary had set out for them as well as the milk.  
 
    “Hey Karlin, you look like you feel a lot better!” Andrew said with his mouthful.  
 
    Karlin nodded at him and handed him a napkin.  
 
    Eric stayed back in the warehouse and investigated the area since the guys had only been just inside the door of the warehouse to get the weapons and a few things from the shelf and had not gone back in since. He shined the small flashlight around that he kept with him and scanned the piles of bricks and tools that had been collected to run the company. The warehouse covered the whole width of the building and provided a lot of room for things. Eric ran across a lot of things that could be used for weapons as well as material they could use at another place if they could find one.  
 
    Back in the breakroom, half of the platter was gone before Mary had asked where Nate was to make sure that he got some of the food. Both Willy and Andrew shrugged still shoving food in their face. They all sat around the tray enjoying their feast and waited for Nate.  
 
    Nate came out of the bathroom bathed and dressed at the same time that Rue came from the back office and headed down the hall towards him.  
 
    “Good morning Rue, how are you. You look beautiful.” Nate greeted her.  
 
    Rue stared at him as she passed by him and disappeared from his sight into the bathroom. He contemplated waiting for her, but voted against it and moved on to drop his night clothes off to his room before joining the others that he could hear in the breakroom.  
 
    Nate closed the door to their office room and turned running into Rue again as she came out of the bathroom. He put his hands on her hips and swung her in a half circle to the other side of him.  
 
    “Have you been drinking? You sure are stumbly today.” Nate laughed.  
 
    Rue put her hands on Nate’s shoulders to catch herself and then pushed away from him. “I am not sure what your fascination is with me, but I would get rid of it.” She spat at him.  
 
    Nate let go of her. “Hell, I just think you are pretty and think you deserve this kind of goodness in your life.” Nate ran his palms down his torso to compete his joke. 
 
    Rue rolled her eyes as a small smile crept to the edges of her lips.  
 
    “See I make you smile. Does he?”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Eric?”  
 
    “I am not sure that is your business what he does.” The smile disappeared and anger covered her face. “You have no idea of anything about Eric.” 
 
    “I know that you are probably his possession and you let that be.” Nate searched for answers.  
 
    “His? I am not his property! I am me, bottom line. No one owns me.”  
 
    Rue stared into his eyes and he into hers as he searched for the answer of why she was the way she was.  
 
    “Why do you jump at his every command?”  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about anything I jump to.”  
 
    “You deserve better than the way he treats you.” 
 
    “I deserve to be whatever I want to be.”  
 
    Nate leaned over and kissed her on the mouth and brought his hands to her face and held her steady as he stuck his tongue between her lips and she opened her lips to allow him in. Nate pulled back and let his hands drop from her smooth skin and walked down the hall away from her. He turned to the breakroom and stopped looking back at her. She stood staring at him in shock of his actions.  
 
    “Have a good one Rue.” Nate leaned out of the door and whispered down the hall to her.  
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