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  Prologue I - Frank

  
  




Day 1 of the Apocalypse

Burlington Precinct

2:25 PM




Officer Frank Hearn stared at the pile of paperwork on his desk with growing pessimism. His watch told him his shift was only half-over, and he still had several hours to go. A throbbing headache had taken up residence inside his skull, and the arthritis in his left elbow was acting up. Flexing the joint, he slumped back in his seat and ran both hands through his hair. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

“You? Old? Not a chance in hell, Sarge,” a cheerful voice quipped from the doorway.

Frank looked up and forced a half-smile. “What can I do for you, Sarah?” 

“It’s not what you can do for me, Sarge, but what I can do for you,” Sarah said, producing a cup of coffee with a flourish. She plopped the polystyrene cup down before him, spilling hot liquid all over his notes. “Black, no sugar. Just the way you like it.”

“Sarah, that wasn’t necces—” Frank began, reaching for a pile of crumpled paper napkins. He mopped up the mess, smearing ink all over the place.

“But that’s not all. I also got your favorite,” she said, not giving him a chance to speak. Reaching into her jacket pocket, she pulled out a brown paper bag and handed it to him with a grin. “Two jam donuts, sprinkled with sugar and fresh from the corner shop.”

Frank eyed the squashed packet but didn’t open it. It looked like someone had driven over it with their car. “That was… very nice of you, Sarah. Now, what do you want?”

Sarah shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Frank said with more than a hint of disbelief. “I find that very hard to believe.”

After twenty-odd years on the beat, he’d learned that nothing was for free. Not even from the eternally optimistic and annoyingly bright Officer Sarah Campbell. On probation, she carried an air of innocence that bordered on naivety. It couldn’t last. Not in the career field she’d chosen, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. Reality would set in soon enough without him hurrying it along.

“Come on, Sarah. Spit it out,” he said, reaching for the coffee. He eyed the cup with a dubious look, wondering if it tasted as bad as it looked.

“Go ahead, Sarge. It’s the good stuff,” Sarah said, egging him on.

“Thanks,” he grumbled, taking a tiny sip. To his surprise, the brew was hot and fresh.

“See? I’m not a total spaz. I get things right on occasion,” Sarah said, bouncing from one foot to the other.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Sarah. You’re excellent at stirring up trouble.”

“Am I?” 

“And you still haven’t told me what you want.”

“Well, there is one little thing,” Sarah hedged.

“I knew it,” Frank said. 

“Can I have the day off tomorrow?” Sarah asked. “I know it’s short notice, but my sister’s getting married, and she’s having a meltdown because her dress doesn’t fit, and I promised her I’d help her find a new one, and the only time she can get off—”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Frank said, holding up one hand to stop the deluge of words. “Not another peep.”

Sarah swallowed her next sentence with an audible gasp and shut her lips. Her cheeks grew red until it looked like she’d explode, and Frank suppressed an eye roll. Lord have mercy on me. I can’t. I just can’t. “Yes, you can have the day off, but you’d better not make a habit of it, or you’re out the door. Got it?”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Sarah cried. “You won’t regret this, I promise.”

“I already am,” Frank said, waving her away.

She skipped toward the door. “You’re the best, Sarge.”

“Whatever,” Frank mumbled, taking another sip of coffee. The stuff was good—no doubt about it, but the donuts were a total loss. He dumped the packet into the rubbish bin and reached for a stack of papers. “Might as well get this done.”

For the next hour, he lost himself in the joys of administrative work. A pile of police reports waited for his attention and a list of recent incidents. He perused the list looking for trends while the radio operated in the background.

Frank paid it no heed. He only used it to keep track of the officers on shift, but it had been a quiet shift with only the usual petty crimes in progress. That changed when a sudden rash of assaults, looting, and homicides came through on the air.

“Four two one. There is a disturbance on the corner of Park Avenue and Melville street. Please respond.”

“Dispatch. This is four two one. We are en route.”

“Four three six. There are reports of looting in the city center near Town Hall.”

“Dispatch. This is four three six. We’re on our way.”

“Four five nine. An assault has been reported at seventy-eight Tanner street. Please respond.”

“Dispatch. This is four five nine. ETA three minutes.”

“Four seven five. There was a call about a homicide at a local residence.”

Static.

“Four seven five. Please respond.”

Static.

“Four seven five. This is dispatch. Please respond.”

Still nothing.

Frank stared at the radio, perturbed. Patrol car four seven one was operated by Officer Leo Torres and his partner Randal Sikes, and it was unlike either of them not to respond.

“Four seven five.” The dispatcher’s voice rose in pitch. “Please respond.”

“Dispatch. This is four seven five,” came the response at last. “Officer down. I repeat, officer down.”

Frank froze in his chair. The voice belonged to Leo Torres, and he listened with care as the situation unfolded.

“What is your location, four seven five?” Dispatch asked.

“178 Central street,” Torres said. 

“All units in the vicinity, please respond,” Dispatch said.

“Four two one, we are en route to assist,” a different car replied.

“Hurry! All hell just broke loose out here. People are killing people, biting them. Shit, they’re eating each other. Randall, wait for—”

Static.

“Four seven five. What is your situation?” the dispatcher asked.

More static.

Frank frowned. “What did he mean they were eating each other? That’s impossible.” 

Either way, he needed to find out what was going on. These were his officers, his shift, and his responsibility. He’d be damned if he let anything happen to them.

Grabbing his keys, phone, and wallet, he stood up, but a shrill scream sent ice running through his veins. To his surprise, the sound didn’t stop or lessen in volume. Instead, it grew louder in pitch until he thought his eardrums would burst. The muffled pops of gunshots followed soon after, and his heart skipped a beat. Something strange was going on. Something dangerous. Not wasting more time, he ran to the door and yanked it open.

After the relative peace of his office, the sheer noise assaulted his senses like a battering ram. The hallway was crowded with fellow police officers flooding the narrow passage. They were all headed in the same direction: The front desk and reception.

Only a few seconds had passed, but the screams grew in number, punctuated by gunfire and the sound of breaking glass. It sounded like a war zone, and Frank ran through all the possible scenarios in his head: A bomb, terrorists, random shooters, or a terrible accident. 

Suddenly, a tremendous crash shook the building, and several people fell to their knees. Shock was written on every face, quickly followed by panic. A car horn blared, the noise bouncing off the walls until it melded with the chaos and formed a symphony of terror.

Darting into the passage, Frank elbowed his way through the crowd. “Out of the way. Move it, please!”

Two secretaries huddled inside the doorway of an office, and he waved them back. “Kate, Donna, get inside and lock that door.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Kate replied, slamming the door shut.

Frank continued his dash to the front of the station and reached the reception within seconds. There he paused to get his bearings, shocked by the sight that met his eyes.

An officer was down on the ground, wrestling with two men. They were civilians, by the looks of it, but there was nothing civilized about their behavior. Growling, they snapped at the fallen officer’s face with their bare teeth. 

Another policeman was backed into a corner, his eyes wide. His gun clicked on empty as a trio of similarly crazed-looking people closed around him. The nearest pounced on him and tore into his cheek, peeling away a hunk of flesh. Blood fountained from the wound and sprayed across attacker and victim, bathing them in the crimson fluid.

“Help me!” the officer screamed, his voice raw with agony.

“Hold on,” Frank yelled.

He yanked his gun free from its holster and ran toward the struggling duo. A stray elbow hit him in the stomach, and he almost went down. Struggling to keep his balance, he cried, “Hold on!”

Too late.

The infected sank its teeth into the officer’s throat. 

Blood pumped from the wound, spurting from the severed artery.

Frank locked eyes with his colleague, and he saw the moment it was over. The moment when the man’s eyes glazed over in death.

“No!” Frank cried, even though he knew it was too late. 

With desperate hope, he kept going, even though it was an impossible task. The press of bodies grew worse, and he got hit from all sides. A crazed woman spotted him and pounced with a vicious growl. Her nails raked across his cheek, and he reacted without thinking. His fist connected with her jaw, and she crashed into a knot of fellow crazies. They went down in a tangle of limbs, and a space opened in the crowd.

Frank looked for the officer he was trying to save, but the man was gone. Lost. Whirling around, he sought some form of absolution. Someone to help, to save. Instead, all he saw was death and destruction.

A woman with crushed legs slithered toward him like a serpent, leaving a trail of blood and slime on the floor. Her bloodshot eyes fixed on him, and her lips peeled back from her teeth in a predatory grin. Dragging herself toward him with her arms, she moved surprisingly fast.

Frank pointed his gun at her face, eyes narrowed. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”

The woman ignored him and kept coming.

“Stop. This is your last warning!” he repeated.

No reaction. Not a flicker of intelligence showed in her dead gaze. There was nothing left of the person she used to be: nothing but a soulless husk driven by the need to feed.

“Please, stop,” Frank said, taking a step back. He didn’t want to shoot her. Hurt her. Kill her. It went against everything he stood for in life. Everything he believed in.

The woman lunged forward and latched onto his leg. Her fingers dug into the calf muscle, and she went in for the kill. Gnashing teeth closed on his shin, but he jerked away in time. Instead of meat, she got a mouth full of pant material. 

“Let go of me,” Frank yelled, shaking his leg.

Refusing to budge, the woman hung on like a leach.

Desperate, Frank pointed his gun at her head. “I said let go, damn it!”  

He fired off a shot next to her ear, hoping it would scare her away. Instead, she ignored him and kept coming.

Frank gaped at her, unable to believe what was happening. His ears rang with the blast, and he couldn’t hear anything. He’d pulled the trigger right next to her temple, close enough to burst an eardrum, but she kept coming.

Unstoppable.

Invincible. 

Impossible.

Suddenly, the woman’s head exploded into a thousand fragments, and she slumped to the ground. Her hands grew slack, and he pulled free from her grip. All life faded from her gaze until she was an empty shell. A monster no more.

Frank backed away from the corpse with an air of bewilderment. Time lost all meaning, and everything around him turned into a blur. Caught in a haze, he stood there, staring like an idiot. What the hell is happening? This is crazy! Just crazy!

Suddenly, Officer Sarah Campbell grabbed him by the elbow, the same one that was riddled with arthritis. Pain seared through his nerve endings, acting as a shock to the system. It cleared the fog from his brain, and he shook himself awake.

“Are you okay?” he asked, turning to Sarah. 

“I’m fine, Sarge,” she replied. Her eyes were wide, and her cheeks flushed, but she appeared unharmed and remarkably calm considering the situation. Pointing at the dead woman, she said, “You have to shoot them in the head. It’s the only way to stop them.”

“What?”

“They’re zombies, Sarge. You have to destroy the brain,” she said.

“That’s ridiculous,” he scoffed.

“Look around you, Sarge. It’s the apocalypse,” Sarah insisted.

Frank shook his head, but his keen eyes quickly took in the situation. A car had smashed through the front window, and shattered glass covered the floor. The horn blared nonstop, caused by the figure slumped over the wheel. It acted as a siren to all the infected in the area, and they swarmed the building. The passenger door stood wide open, and a trail of gore led to the woman by his feet. She’d either died in the crash or caused it. Probably the latter. 

People milled about in fear and confusion, a mixture of police officers, admin staff, and civilians. Many appeared to be driven mad by an unknown agent. Was it a type of nerve gas or a bio-weapon? A virus or a bacterial infection? Something cooked up in a lab by scientists who liked to play God? Or was it natural? A weapon deployed from the bosom of Mother Nature herself? The biggest killer of them all.

Whatever it was, it drove people insane and turned them into ruthless cannibals. They stalked the station, hunting their prey. They pounced without mercy when they found it, unfazed by blows or shots. The screams of their victims cut through the noise like a razor blade, and blood coated the walls. The station had become a slaughterhouse.

A couple of infected sprinted toward them, one wearing a torn business suit and the other a uniform. Frank raised his gun but froze when he recognized the officer. His blood ran cold, and he fought against the nightmare vision that raced toward him. No. Not him. Not Steve.  

“Steve, please,” Frank pleaded. 

But Steve was gone.

Frank’s finger tightened on the trigger, but he couldn’t bring himself to shoot. Instead, his brain flashed back to a recent memory. A night spent watching football in the home of his friend and fellow Sergeant, Steve Kingsley. His wife, Lydia, cheered with them, tossing popcorn all over the couch each time her team scored a try. Their kids, two boys, played in the background—an ordinary family on an ordinary day. 

Not anymore.

“Steve, please. I’m begging you. Stop,” Frank tried again, unwilling to believe the undeniable truth. “Please.”

Steve never slowed, faltered, or wavered from his relentless objective. To kill, maim, and feed.

“Shoot them,” Sarah cried, appearing at his side. “They’re not human anymore.”

“I can’t,” Frank said, shaking his head. “That’s Steve. Steve!”

“Not anymore,” Sarah said, snapping off a couple of shots. Both bullets missed. “Damn it!” She aimed again, her expression determined. “He’s not your friend anymore, Sarge. He’s dead!”

Her third bullet hit Steve’s chest, and blood exploded from his shattered sternum. A fourth bullet punched into his shoulder, and a fifth cut a groove in his scalp. Broken and bloody, he snarled but kept coming. 

“That’s impossible,” Frank said, horrified. “He should be dead.”

“I told you, Sarge. He’s not human anymore. He’s a zombie,” Sarah yelled.

“There’s no such thing.”

“Yes, there is!” 

Sarah’s sixth shot found its mark, and Steve crashed to the ground. He took the infected man in the suit down with him, their bodies entangled in a mess of limbs. 

Frank backed away, shaking his head. Steve’s dead. A zombie. I can’t believe it.

But the evidence lay before him, and he knew he needed to snap out of his funk. For Sarah’s sake, if not his own. 

“What now, Sarge?” Sarah asked as more undead headed their way. They needed to do something fast or be next on the menu.

“Follow me,” Frank cried, running toward the front desk.

He vaulted over the top and crashed to the floor on the other side. Sarah landed next to him in a shower of debris. Paperclips, pens, notebooks, staplers, files, and a couple of phones rained down upon them. The area behind the desk was empty, the wooden counter attached to the wall. It provided a barrier between them and the infected, and they were safe for the moment. Sheltered.

Taking stock, Frank returned to old habits. “Officer Campbell, report.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sarah said with a brisk nod. “After leaving your office, I went on patrol with Officer Hines, and….”

“And?” Frank prompted.

“It’s the same everywhere, Sir.”

“What do you mean, the same?” he said, stunned.

“It’s like this everywhere,” she said. “One minute, everything was fine, and then we started getting reports about shootings, beatings, break-ins, accidents, and murders. We tried to contain the situation, Sir, but the more we tried, the worse it got. It was like… like….”  Her hands flapped in the air as she sought the perfect analogy.

Frank nodded, his expression grim. “Like a wildfire burning out of control.”

“Exactly!”

“Where’s Officer Hines?” 

“He…” Sarah bit her lip. “He’s dead.”

“Infected?”

“Not anymore. I took care of it.”

“You killed him?”

“I had no choice, Sarge. He was going to kill me.”

Frank nodded, thinking of Steve. At least she had the guts to do it. You didn’t. “Are they really dead, though? Zombies?”

“I saw a man running around with his guts hanging down to his knees, Sarge. I saw… I saw a woman kill her son. She tore right through his jugular without blinking an eye.” Sarah shuddered, and a single tear ran down her cheek. “She ate her own child, and if that’s not proof enough of zombies, I don’t know what is.”

Frank swallowed, sickened to the core of his being. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Well, Sarge. It’s happening whether we like it or not,” Sarah said.

“When did you become so tough?” Frank asked, eyeing her with surprise.

“I’ve always been like this, Sarge,” she said, flashing him a grin. “You just didn’t see it before.”

“I’ve been a fool,” Frank said.

“You said it. Not me,” Sarah said, checking her magazine. “I only have three bullets left. Not enough to get us very far.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Frank said. 

“But, we have to get out of here,” Sarah protested.

“No, we have to clear the station and save as many people as possible,” Frank said. 

“We can’t. The place is overrun, Sarge. There’s too many of them and only two of us.” Sarah peeked over the edge of the desk. “As it is, I don’t know if we’ll make it out.”

Frank looked over the counter, dismayed to find she was right. The front entrance was open and infected poured into the building. They jammed the opening in their haste to get inside, snapping at each other with angry snarls.

Even more crawled through the smashed window, not caring when they cut themselves to ribbons on the jagged pieces of glass. Bodies littered the floor. Dead. Others stirred with the first signs of reanimation. They spasmed, flopping around in the same pools of blood that brought about their end. 

Survivors, desperate to get away from the surge of undead, stampeded in the opposite direction. They headed deeper into the building, flooding its hallways and offices by the dozen. The infected followed, drawn by their screams of fear and horror. “They’re making a mistake. They’ll be trapped inside with nowhere to go.”

“They can get onto the roof,” Sarah said. 

“Then what? They’ll be stuck,” Frank said. 

“There’s the fire escape and the back exit through the kitchens,” Sarah said.

“Yes, but how many of them will make it without our help?” Frank asked, wincing at the screams of the dead and dying. 

“It’s not up to us, Sarge. We can’t help them. We can’t stop this,” Sarah said. 

“These are our people. Our friends. Our colleagues,” Frank said, staring at the fleeing backs of the people he’d known for years. All doomed.

“I know that Sarge, but what about the people outside? My family? Steve’s family?” Sarah said. “The whole city is under siege, and we’re of no use to anyone if we’re dead or infected too.”

“This is an infection then? Did you hear something?” Frank asked, eager for information. 

“I heard a bit on the radio. It’s a virus, and it’s transmitted through saliva.”

“Saliva?”

“Bites,” Sarah explained. “If you’re bitten, you turn into one of them.”

“Scratches?” he said, pointing at the deep cuts left on his face by the woman who’d attacked him.

“Not that I know of,” Sarah said. 

Frank slumped against the desk. “That’s comforting.”

“Besides, you’d know soon enough if you were sick.”

“What do you mean?”

“It works fast. Even faster if you die during the attack,” Sarah said. “Officer Hines… I thought he was dead, and he was. But it only took a few minutes before he wasn’t dead anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That’s why we have to get out of here before it’s too late,” Sarah added in a fierce whisper. “My family needs me.”

“I know,” Frank said with grim finality. As much as he wanted to save everyone, it wasn’t possible. Live to fight another day. 

“What’s the plan?” Sarah said with a sigh of relief.

Frank pointed at the crashed car. “If we can get inside that vehicle, we can drive out of this nightmare.”

“You reckon?” Sarah said, her voice thick with doubt.

“It looks intact. No smoke from the hood, no water or oil on the floor. The driver just smashed through the window.”

“The tires are flat. Slashed by the glass,” Sarah said.

“Well, we don’t have to get far,” Frank said. “Just away from here.”

“True,” Sarah conceded with a shrug.

“I’ll get rid of the driver. You jump into the passenger side and close the door,” Frank said. “Got it?”

“I do, but….” Sarah flashed him a look. 

“But what?”

“There are so many of them. We’ll never make it.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Frank said.

“Just let me think about it for a second,” Sarah pleaded, her eyes squeezed shut.

“We don’t have time for that. The infected will spot us any moment now,” Frank said with a shake of his head.

“Wait. Maybe this will help,” Sarah said, holding up a stack of notebooks and a roll of tape.

“Help with what?”

“You’ll see,” Sarah said, wrapping a notebook around his forearm and taping it in place. Once finished, she repeated the procedure on the other side and followed up with his shins. “There you go. Protective gear.”

Frank flexed his limbs, impressed. “Good idea.”

“I’m next,” she said, waving her arms in front of his face.

“Come on,” he said with a grunt. 

Afterward, Frank looked at Sarah. “Are you ready for this?”

“No, are you?” she asked, her gun gripped in both hands.

“Not even a bit,” Frank admitted.

“On three?” Sarah asked.

“On three,” Frank said with a brisk nod. “One, two, three, go!”
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Day 1 of the Apocalypse

Burlington Precinct

2:42 PM




Sarah readied for action, poised to launch herself into the seething crowd of people that thronged the station. A boiling cauldron of predator and prey, it was impossible to tell who was friend and who was foe.

Her heart thudded in her chest, and her mouth felt as dry as the desert sands. Every fiber of her being screamed at her not to do it, not to throw herself into the jaws of death, but she knew there was no choice. The longer she waited, the harder it would be. I have to escape now, while I still can.

“Are you ready?” Frank asked in a low whisper. He pinned her to the spot with a fierce gaze, and she knew she couldn’t disappoint him.

“Yes,” Sarah replied with a brisk nod.

“On three,” he said. “One, two, three, go!”

Sarah vaulted over the front desk in a move that would have made her old drill instructor proud. She slid across the smooth surface feet-first, and her boots hit an infected woman square in the chest. The woman went flying and took down three more infected. They rolled across the floor in a tangled mess, too stupid to free themselves from each other.

Sarah used their predicament to her advantage and darted through the opening. Frank followed close behind, snapping off shots to help clear a path. He had more bullets than she did, plus he was the better marksman. Not bothering with headshots, he aimed for the infected’s hips and knees. It didn’t kill them but slowed them down and kept them off balance.

With her arms raised in front of her face, Sarah bulldozed through the rest of the crowd. Her legs churned, propelling her forward despite her small stature. Sweat poured down her face, and salt stung her eyes. Her vision narrowed until all she saw was the path ahead. The zombies ceased to be humans or even monsters. They were obstacles. Hurdles placed on the way to freedom. Her freedom.

She dropped her shoulder and rammed into a man blocking her path. He spun to the side, rocking on unsteady feet. For a brief moment, their eyes met, and she recognized the bright blue gaze of Officer Richards, a fellow beat cop, and friend. Only a year older than her, he’d been one of the first to welcome her to the fold, and they’d shared many long hours and stale donuts.

But he was no longer her friend. A flap of flesh hung from one cheek, exposing the teeth and jaw underneath. Wet tissue and tendons glistened in the light cast by the fluorescent bulbs overhead, and clotted blood dripped from the grizzly wound. Richards growled at her despite his injuries, his mouth snapping open and shut in a desperate bid for flesh.

Sarah tore her gaze away from the awful sight and pushed ahead, determined to reach the crashed car. They were almost there, and she angled toward a section of the room that was less crowded than the rest. As they drew closer, hope rose within her chest. Maybe they stood a chance after all, but the nightmare was far from over.

A woman with her hands cuffed behind her back ran toward them with a lopsided gait. One foot was bare and the other encased in a sky-high stiletto. Her dress was drenched with crimson, and the torn front revealed several bite marks across her torso. Arrested earlier that day for a DUI, she’d never made it through processing and fell prey to the wave of undead inside the precinct.

Acting on instinct, Sarah lashed out at the foot wearing the single shoe. She hooked her boot behind the woman’s ankle and pulled, and the infected woman toppled to the floor with an angry shriek. She writhed on the ground, unable to get up with her hands tied behind her back.

Sarah darted past the woman and sprinted toward the crashed car. She hoped Frank was right, and it was their ticket out. If not, she was prepared for plan B: Climb out the broken window and make a run for it. “Come on, Sarge. We’re almost there!”

“Right behind you,” came the grim reply.

Frank’s presence steadied her, and Sarah closed the distance with single-minded determination. She was glad he had her back, just like he did at the beginning and end of every shift. 

A man of few words and uncompromising morals, he was a steadfast presence in an ever-changing world. While she never knew what the job might bring, Frank always knew what to say. Even when that meant talking her down from a nervous high or steering her in the right direction when the lines between right and wrong blurred.

To her, he was both a mentor and a friend. The one person she knew she could turn to when things went wrong, like the zombie apocalypse wrong.

A snort escaped from her nostrils. Who’d have thought the world’s end would come about because of zombies? If anyone had asked, she’d have bet on nuclear war punching humanity’s ticket. Or a meteor. Definitely not zombies.

“Sarah, watch out!” Frank cried.

Sarah jerked back to the present in time to duck beneath the beefy arms of a gigantic zombie. The size of a brick shithouse, the man wore several gold chains over a white vest and baggy jeans. Tattoos covered his arms, chest, and neck, competing for space with a thick carpet of coarse body hair. More gold glinted between his teeth. Teeth stained crimson with the blood of his victims.

Dropping to her knees, Sarah slid across the floor while his arms swept past overhead. Grasping fingers the size of sausages clutched at the air where she’d been mere moments before, and a frustrated rumble erupted from the giant’s chest. 

Sarah eyed the undead behemoth with revulsion. A cold shudder worked down her spine at the thought of him getting hold of her. He’d crush her like a bug and drink the juices through a straw. “Not today, big boy.”

He made another grab for her, and she rolled to the side in the nick of time. One hand brushed past her cheek, and a couple of hairs hooked onto his numerous rings. The strands yanked free from her scalp, and she yelped with surprise. “Ouch! That hurt.”

Several other infected closed in, drawn by her plight, and Sarah found herself surrounded. Hemmed in on every side, she scurried around in an ever-tightening circle to evade the grasping hands that reached for her. “Uh, Frank. A little help, please!”

“Stay down,” came the harsh reply. “I’m clearing the field.”

Quick to obey, she rolled into a ball and covered her head. Bullets whizzed past overhead, punching into the zombies’ skulls with lethal force. Bodies toppled to the ground, and she found herself gazing into the empty eyes of a woman close to her age. A single bullet hole decorated her forehead, the only signs of damage. Even worse, she looked a little like Sarah with her dark hair, green eyes, and tanned skin. 

It was a surreal experience where Sarah was confronted with her mortality. Not even on the worst day of the job had she felt that close to the edge. Filled with an overwhelming urge to run away, Sarah jumped to her feet before Frank gave the all-clear.

A cold hand clamped down on her throat as she came face to face with her nemesis. The giant zombie grimaced at her with bloody teeth, still standing despite the numerous bullet wounds that decorated its chest and the groove that cut through its scalp. Despite his best efforts, Frank had failed to put the monster down.

Sarah’s eyes bulged in their sockets as the hand around her neck tightened like a vice. She clutched at the undead fingers squeezing the life from her, but they might as well have been made from steel. “Frank!”

“Hold on, I’m out of ammo,” Frank yelled.

Sarah gasped for air. “T…take my gun!”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Frank jump toward her, but a couple of infected got to him first. Set upon from two directions, he fought to break free from his attackers without getting bitten.

“I’m… I’m coming, Sarah,” he said, but she knew she was on her own. For the moment, at least.

Then her feet left the ground as the zombie dragged her toward its mouth. She twisted and turned, trying to break free from its grip, but it was no use. The creature was too strong. Closer and closer, it drew her to its gaping maw. She pulled up her legs in a last-ditch effort and planted both feet on its chest. With every ounce of strength she possessed, she pushed back.

The veins in her temples swelled until she thought her head would burst, and her lungs screamed for oxygen. Her brain grasped for a solution it couldn’t find, and nothing seemed to work right. She couldn’t think or reason. The only thing that mattered was air. As her vision dimmed, her mind focused on a single pinpoint in the universe: The zombie’s mocking grin. 

It made a laughing stock of her and her efforts to survive. Even more, it showed her up for the weakling she truly was. A silly little girl who couldn’t protect herself even if she tried. How stupid she must’ve seemed on her first day at the academy. A waste of time and training. A waste of space.

Give up. Stop fighting. It’s pointless.

The voice was seductive, and she was drawn to its soothing cadence. What was the point, after all? She was never going to be a real cop. Let alone a detective. And now she was dying. Dead already. 

Give up. Give in.

Sarah’s body relaxed as she gave in to the call of the void. Darkness beckoned, and she welcomed its touch. Inside its embrace, there was no pain. No suffering. No cruelty.

Suddenly, a hand grabbed her arm. The touch was warm and human, unlike the zombie’s death grip. It gave her hope, and she pushed back the voice that wanted to turn her into a coward. I will not give in. I will not give up. I am not a waste of space.

Sarah kicked out with all of her strength, straining to break the hold on her throat. She bared her teeth and growled at the undead monster, refusing to back down. Its fingers loosened, and she sucked in a precious breath of air. Life-giving oxygen rushed through her veins, granting sweet relief. 

Suddenly, a terrific blast shivered through the air. The zombie reared back, its expression slack. Half its skull was blown away, and only a single glaring eye remained. The corpse swayed for a brief moment before it collapsed. Dead at last. 

Freed from its hold, Sarah staggered backward when her knees buckled like those of a newborn foal. Her head spun, and the world tilted on its axis. She’d used up all of her reserves and had nothing left to give. “Frank?” 

“I’m here. Don’t worry,” Frank replied, his face swimming in and out of focus.

“I can’t… I can’t….” Sarah swallowed, fighting to stay upright.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got her,” a different voice said. “You clear the way. My car’s waiting through there.” 

“Got it,” Frank replied.

“Take the shotgun,” the other voice added.

“Thanks,” Frank said. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

“Right behind you.” A pair of strong arms caught Sarah and swung her up into the air. She tensed, but the voice whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ve got you. You’re safe with me.” 

Sarah relaxed. She knew that voice, and she knew it could be trusted. Once again, the darkness called, and this time, she answered.
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Leo stared at his boots. They looked the same way they always did. Black. Shiny. Polished. A little bit worn around the edges, but that only made them more comfortable. Otherwise, they were the same as when he put them on in the morning.

Only today, they stood in a puddle of blood. Fresh, thick arterial blood. The crimson fluid clung to the soles and encrusted the leather. He knew he’d leave footprints on the sidewalk when he left. 

Leo’s gaze shifted upward, and he frowned at the speckles of blood on his pants and shirt. The droplets permeated the material in a pattern that could’ve been pretty if it wasn’t so dreadful. It would stain if he left it too long.

He took pride in his uniform. It represented who and what he was: An officer of the law. Now it was ruined. Both the uniform and the boots. He’d never get all the blood out, and he didn’t know if he wanted to. Not when it belonged to his partner, Officer Randall Sikes. 

A knot rose in his throat, and he swallowed hard. Randall was dead. Torn to shreds by a mob of cannibals. Only, he didn’t stay dead. Not like he was supposed to. Instead, he rose and attacked an innocent bystander. A boy scarcely old enough to drive. The boy didn’t survive the attack, and he didn’t stay dead either. None of the dead did. It was crazy.

Leo frowned as he tried to make sense of the situation. It took six shots to put Randall down. The last one went through the brain. It took three more bullets to dispatch the boy. Countless more for the mob. All went down with a final shot to the head.

Zombies?

Leo shook his head in automatic denial, but it sure looked like zombies. That raised a million questions. Where did they come from? How many were there? What was he supposed to do about it? None of his training covered a zombie apocalypse. Kill everything and everyone that looked even vaguely infected?

No. He couldn’t.

They were still people at the end of the day. Weren’t they?

A shrill scream caused him to jump, and he whirled in that direction. He spotted a woman running toward him, her expression one of extreme panic. A crowd of people chased her down, howling like banshees.

More cannibals. 

Or zombies.

I have to help her.

Leo sprang into action. He vaulted over the bodies strewn across the sidewalk, including that of his former partner Randall, and headed toward the back of the squad car. With swift movements, he opened up the trunk and grabbed his shotgun. After checking the load and safety, he sprinted toward the fleeing woman.

He needed to get closer before taking a shot. The shotgun was only effective at a short-range, and he couldn’t risk hitting the woman. 

As Leo ran toward her, he saw how close the cannibals were to taking her down. They were right behind her, and he prayed he’d make it in time. Run faster!

He pushed his legs as fast as possible, covering the ground with long strides. Hope rose within his chest as the distance between him and the woman shrunk. Preparing to fight, he counted the bobbing figures on her heels. Five. 

He had enough ammo to take them all. Though most shotguns were limited to three shots, his was equipped with an extended magazine. A fact that gladdened Leo’s heart. Human or not, the infected were dangerous, and he wasn’t about to let them claim another victim. Come on, you undead fuckers. It’s time for some payback. 

The woman, certain that help was at hand, reached for him with one despairing hand. “Please, help me!”

“Keep running. Don’t stop!” he yelled, waving her on.

As she neared, Leo slowed and prepared to fire. Before he could pull the trigger, the woman tripped on the uneven concrete. 

Horrified, he watched the scene unfold as if in slow motion. The woman crashed to the ground in a headlong fall. Her head hit the pavement with an audible crack, and her cries stopped abruptly.

Leo rushed forward to help, but it was too late. The mob was on her like a pack of hyenas. They ripped into her prone figure with savage glee, and her screams tore through the air, raw and agonized. 

Her suffering cut into his heart like a red hot blade. The knowledge that he’d failed for the second time that day, made it worse. First Randall. Now her.

Rage suffused his mind, and he blew the head off the nearest zombie. The sight of its brains splattered across the tar gave him a sense of satisfaction, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. 

With a gurgling cry, the woman breathed her last. She no longer looked human, her flesh rendered into a shapeless mass of flesh and bone.

Leo raised his weapon for another shot, bent on getting revenge, but more howls alerted him to the arrival of another group of cannibals.

Gritting his teeth, he considered his options. He could stay, kill a few more zombies and maybe die, or hoof it back to the station. It was an easy choice. Twice already, he’d failed, but he could still help his friends and colleagues. Station it is.

Turning away from the dead woman and her attackers, he sprinted toward the squad car. Within seconds, he reached the vehicle and paused next to the open trunk to grab more ammo. Jumping behind the wheel, he jammed his foot on the gas and raced back to his home ground.

Along the way, he called on the radio. “Dispatch, this is Four seven five. We have a serious situation on hand.”

When there was no reply, he repeated the call. 

Silence. 

At that moment, he knew something had happened at the station. Something terrible. His stomach sank into his boots, and he sped up the car. With the sirens wailing, he navigated the chaotic streets.

Within a matter of hours, everything had changed. A rash of incidents had snowballed into utter chaos. Anarchy ruled the place, and he wondered if it would better be the same again. Sirens wailed, cars honked, windows shattered, people screamed, and zombies howled while the city drowned in blood.

His mind flew to his family in San Diego, and he reached for his phone. All he got was the busy tone, and he tossed aside the cell with a muttered curse. As hard as it was to accept, he could do nothing for them. They were on their own. But I can look out for my friends and colleagues. They’re my family too.

Clutching the wheel with both hands, he swerved around a couple of stationary cars blocking the road. People ran in all directions, fleeing from the bands of roving zombies. Some took advantage of the situation, looting shops for valuables. Others loaded their belongings into their cars, hoping to escape, while a few hunkered down in their homes, praying for a miracle. 

It went against the grain not to act. Several times, he longed to stop and jump into the fray. He hated the looters and opportunists with a fiery passion. To him, they were nothing more than parasites, and he itched to arrest the lot of them. Still, there was a bigger picture at play, and he needed to focus on his objective. 

A burning building loomed to the right, and he slowed as he drove past. Scorching debris rained down from the upper stories, and glass shattered as the windows exploded from the heat. Suddenly, a shadow hurtled down from above. It hit the tar next to his window with a terrific thud. Blood and other bodily fluids splattered across the side of the car, drenching it in gore.

A second body fell from the sky, followed by a third and a fourth. Each hit the road with the force of a freight train, exploding upon impact. One of the figures stirred, lifting a broken arm toward the sky. Its mouth opened and closed in a face that looked like it had gone through a meat grinder. 

“What the…? Are those jumpers?” Leo craned his head for a better look and was rewarded with the sight of another figure falling from a broken window. Human or zombie, he didn’t know.

Sickened, he looked away, but there was no escaping the evidence that covered one half of his car. A crimson sheet of what should have been hidden inside a person splashed all over the outside. 

He shook his head, unable to take his eyes off the dense matter that coated the driver’s side window. Globs of stuff clung to the glass while the sticky blood ran down in thick rivulets. Vomit bubbled up his throat, and he groped around the car for a bag. Paper. Plastic. It didn’t matter.

The moment he had the bag, the contents of his stomach erupted from his lips. The sour taste of bile and stomach acid filled his mouth, and his vision blurred. For several minutes, he continued to heave until there was nothing left: nothing but air and misery.

He collapsed into his seat with a groan, only to jump when a hand smashed into the window. It smeared the blood and guts across the glass in a macabre pattern of death, followed by a snarling face. The zombie gnashed at the barrier between them, a single eye pinning Leo to his seat. The other hung down its cheeks, dangling on the optic nerve.

Disgust filled Leo’s veins, followed by a surge of adrenalin. After everything he’d seen, the half-smushed undead zombie was the worst. “Screw this shit. I’m out of here.”

With a squeal of burning rubber, Leo raced down the street. He swerved around one of the fallen bodies but hit another with a sickening thump. His stomach dropped as the wheels crunched over the remains. 

Bump. 

Bump.

Afterward, he took a deep breath and focused on the road ahead. He ignored the gunk on his window and the suspicious rattling noise from the engine. He even ignored the looters, runners, and zombies that filled the streets around him. The only thing he didn’t ignore was the traffic. That was impossible.

The streets soon became impassible, with half the city on the run, either from work or home. Not even the wail of his sirens helped, and he finally switched them off. “Luckily for me, I know a shortcut,” Leo muttered as he reversed out of a jammed one-way.

He took a sharp left turn and drove through an alley that opened onto an empty lot. An abandoned warehouse stood at the far end, and he raced into the dilapidated building. It was dark inside. The dirt-covered windows allowed little light into the cavernous interior, and his wheels spun on the smooth concrete.

Shifting to a lower gear, he switched on the headlights and drove toward the exit. He was on high alert and kept the shotgun close at hand the entire time. The place was a dive and a haven for sketchy characters and shady dealings. 

Plastic sheeting hung from a set of scaffolding, flapping in the stiff breeze that whistled through the space. Rats scurried across the beams overhead, and pigeons nested in the rafters. It mirrored what he imagined the apocalypse to be like—desolate cities devoid of life except for scavengers. 

With a sense of immense relief, he drove through the broken doors and into a second open lot. It bordered an empty field, and he braced himself for what was to come. “This is the tricky part.”

The squad car bounced and jolted across the uneven ground. It wasn’t made for off-road driving, and the shocks barely managed. However, it was only for a short distance, and he pushed onward. After a rough few minutes, he reached the edge of the field and emerged onto a road. With the station only a couple of blocks away, the way ahead was open. 

As he neared the building, Leo slowed. A tangled mess of cars clogged the parking lot—more than he’d ever seen gathered there before. Figures milled about between the vehicles, and his hopes rose. Maybe I got here in time?

He guessed they were civilians looking for help, and who could blame them? That’s what the police were for: Safety and security.

But his hopes were dashed when he noticed how they moved: Stiff and unnatural. Zombies. Still, that didn’t mean the station had fallen, and he reached for the radio. 

“Dispatch, come in.”

Silence.

“Dispatch, are you there?” 

Nothing.

“Dispatch, please,” Leo begged. 

Silence.

Refusing to give up, Leo inched closer to the scene. His keen gaze soon picked up the glitter of broken glass, the blood smears on the vehicles, and the bodies on the ground. He also spotted the wreck sticking out of the station’s glass front, its horn blaring. Figures thronged the space, and he realized the building was overrun. 

With a growl of frustration, he smashed both hands on the steering wheel repeatedly. “I’m too late, damn it. Fucking zombies!”

The faces of fellow officers and staff flashed through his brain. His shift sergeant, Frank Hearn. Fate unknown. Fellow patrol officer Randall Sikes. Deceased. Secretaries Donna and Kate. Dead most likely. Rookie Sarah Campbell. Probably dead too. Hines, Beckett, Smith, and Nelson. What happened to them? Were they all dead? Turned zombie?

So many faces. 

So many gone.

Rage overtook Leo’s senses, and he grabbed the shotgun on the passenger seat. Whatever happened next, he’d make sure he took a few infected down with him. What was the point of living when he had nobody anyway? 

As he jumped out of the patrol car, a distant sound reached his ears, and he paused. What was that? Gunshots? Screams?

Cocking his head, Leo listened harder. Sure enough. There it was again. Someone inside the station was still alive, they were in trouble, and it was up to him to help them. Gripping the shotgun with both hands, he ran toward the building.

Getting there was easy. Most of the infected were so focused on what was going on inside the station that they forgot about the outside. Once he reached the doors, he blasted off a few shots to clear the way. The shotgun shells did fearsome damage, cutting through the crowd like a hot knife through butter. Corpses thudded to the ground, their howls and snarls silenced forever. The copper tang of blood mingled with the stench of offal and decay, and he was thankful that he had a strong stomach.

Leo leaped over the shattered windowsill and into the station. His boots slid across the slippery floor, and he almost lost his balance. Windmilling about, he regained his balance and pressed onward. 

A dead hand grabbed his arm, and he smashed the butt of the shotgun into the owner’s jaw. The bone cracked, and broken teeth flew in all directions. A spray of blackened blood splattered across his face, and he wiped it away with a grimace of distaste. 

Clawed fingers tugged at his sleeve, and he found himself surrounded by the undead. Blasting off a shot, he ducked through the opening and sprinted across the room. His boot smashed into a snarling face as he vaulted across a crawling corpse, and he almost stepped on another. 

Whirling around, he searched for the source of the screams he’d heard earlier. Anything that indicated a real human being with a beating heart and working brain. Not a monster whose only purpose was to feed on the flesh of others. But all he saw was death. Death in the shape of former friends and colleagues. 

His heart dropped, and his shoulders sagged. The shotgun became almost too heavy to bear, and he longed to give in to the desperation and hopelessness that threatened to drain away his will to live.

Then he heard it.

“Frank!”

“Hold on; I’m out of ammo.”

“T…take my gun!”

“I’m… I’m coming, Sarah.”

Leo rushed in the direction the voices came from, his heart lightened by the promise of life. He closed the distance within seconds but stumbled to a halt when he spotted the undead behemoth that had hold of Sarah. Its hand was wrapped around her neck, and her bulging eyes and purple color told him she had little time left to live. 

The zombie giant was no match for a shotgun shell to the head, though, and the blast blew its skull to smithereens. The corpse collapsed to the ground with a dull thud, freeing the flailing Sarah from its deadly grip.

Frank broke free from the zombie duo that wanted to eat him alive, and he shoved both into the crowd with a massive heave. They crashed into the rest, and several went down in a tangle of heads, arms, legs, and snarling teeth.

“Are you okay?” Leo asked, sweeping his gaze across the older man’s form.

“I’m fine,” Frank said, wiping a smear of clotted blood from his cheek.

“Frank?” Sarah said, her voice tentative. She had one hand pressed to her head and the other to her chest.

“I’m here. Don’t worry,” Frank replied, rushing toward her.

“I can’t… I can’t….” Sarah said, swaying like a reed in the wind.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got her,” Leo said, reaching out to steady her. “You clear the way. My car’s waiting through there.”

“Got it,” Frank replied.

“Take the shotgun,” Leo added. “It’s got a couple of shells left in the magazine.”

“Thanks,” Frank said, taking the weapon. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

“Right behind you.” Leo grabbed Sarah just as she was about to fall and swung her up into his arms. She tensed, and he spoke to her in a soothing voice, “Don’t worry. I’ve got you now. You’re safe with me.”

Sarah relaxed into his arms with a small sigh, and he knew she’d be okay. But only if he got her out of the station in one piece. With that purpose in mind, Leo ran after Frank as they made their escape. When the shotgun shells ran out, Frank used the butt of the gun to smash his way through the mob of undead. A crude but effective tactic. 

They made it to the exit without mishap and burst into the open air and sunshine with glad cries. Sprinting toward the squad car, Leo cradled Sarah to his chest. As far as he knew, they were the only survivors of the Burlington Police Department, making each one of them precious. 

He bundled Sarah into the back of his vehicle, taking a moment to wrap her in his jacket. With her tucked away safe and sound, he jumped behind the wheel. Frank jumped in next to him, and they both stared at the station for a few seconds.

“Is there anyone left?” Leo asked. 

“I don’t know,” Frank said. “I couldn’t save them.”

“You saved Sarah.”

“She saved me,” Frank said.

“Where to now?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere safe,” Frank said.

“Okay.”

Leo shifted the car into gear and pulled away. Nowhere was safe anymore, but he was sure they’d figure it out. For now, they just needed to get away from the sight before them. As they drove away, he cast a final glance across his shoulder. One look was all it took to tell him what he needed to know: The station was gone, and it would never be home again.
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Donna focused on the monitor’s screen, scanning the letters she’d written in search of typos. When she spotted none, she nodded and continued with her work. The report was urgent, and she had to finish it before home time. When her phone rang, she ignored it at first. Then it rang again and again. A glance at the screen confirmed her suspicions, and she switched the phone to silent.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Kate asked with a frown.

“Not if I can help it,” Donna said.

“What if it’s urgent?” 

“It’s not,” Donna said.

“Oh, right,” Kate said, her eyes going wide. “Is it Wayne again?”

“You know it,” Donna said with a fake smile.

“Asshole,” Kate said, her gaze sympathetic. “You should get a restraining order against him.”

“It’s not that bad… yet,” Donna said.

“Maybe, but I’m telling you—” Kate’s phone rang, interrupting her. “Hello? Yes, this is she. How can I help?”

Relieved that the spotlight was off her, Donna tried to work. It was impossible to concentrate with the high-pitched yelling from Kate’s phone, though, and she soon stopped trying. It was clear something was happening, and curiosity stirred within her chest. I wonder what’s wrong?

“What? Are you sure?” Kate asked.

More yelling.

“I can’t believe that. There must be some mistake. My son would never—” Kate exclaimed. 

Still more yelling.

“I’m on my way,” Kate said, grabbing her handbag from her desk drawer. The same cherry red bag Donna had envied for over a year. She tossed her phone into the bag and looked at Donna. “Miles is in trouble. I have to go.”

“What sort of trouble?” Donna asked.

“The bad kind. The Principal said he bit someone,” Kate said, shaking her head. “He said a lot of the kids are going nuts. Fighting. Biting.”

“That doesn’t sound right,” Donna replied.

“No, it doesn’t. My Miles couldn’t hurt a fly,” Kate said, standing up. “Will you cover for me?”

“Of course.” Donna’s drawer buzzed, and she rechecked her phone. Thirteen missed calls. That was unlike Wayne. Though he loved to make her life miserable, even he’d give up after a couple of tries. Maybe something is wrong. Really wrong.

“You should get that,” Kate suggested. 

“Fine,” Donna grumbled. However, a shrill scream rang through the office before she could move. Muffled gunshots followed, and she jumped to her feet.

“What’s going on?” Kate cried, clutching her bag to her chest.

“I don’t know. A gunman, maybe? Someone with a grudge?” Donna said.

“I’m getting out of here,” Kate cried.

“Wait,” Donna yelled, rushing after her. “It’s not safe.”

Kate ignored her and yanked open the door. After the quiet of the office, the chaotic noise assaulted Donna’s senses. The hallway was crowded with fellow police officers headed toward the front desk and reception. More screams rang through the building, punctuated by gunfire and the sound of breaking glass.

A crash shook the building, and a car horn blared. The foundations shook, and with them, everything Donna thought she knew. Grabbing Kate’s arm, she huddled next to the woman inside their office doorway.

A familiar face ran past, and she recognized the man as Sergeant Hearn. He spotted them and slowed. “Kate, Donna, get inside and lock that door.”

“Yes, Sergeant Hearn,” Kate replied. She retreated into the office and shut the door. Turning the key in the lock, she stared at Donna. “What now?”

“Now, we call the emergency services,” Donna said, running back to her desk. She grabbed her phone and dialed the number. When she got the busy tone, her jaw hit the floor. “That’s impossible.”

“What?” 

“The line’s busy.”

“Let me try,” Kate said, rummaging in her bag for her phone. She rang the number but frowned. “Same here. It’s busy.”

“That’s not supposed to happen. Ever,” Donna said. 

“I know. Try someone else,” Kate suggested. “I’m phoning my husband. I’m sure he can alert someone that we’re in trouble.”

“Give it a try,” Donna said.

“Hold on,” Kate said, trying her hubby.

Donna paced up and down, filled with nervous energy. Outside, the sounds of chaos rose to an ear-splitting crescendo. Screams, cries, gunshots, and calls for help. All overlaid by the car horn that kept blaring. 

When Kate dropped her phone, she stopped. “And?”

“And nothing. He’s not answering,” Kate said, her expression worried. 

“Let me try,” Donna said, looking at her phone screen. Wayne - fifteen missed calls. “Here goes.”

Wayne picked up on the second ring. “Why the hell won’t you answer your phone? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all afternoon.”

“I’m sorry. It’s been hectic,” Donna began.

“Hectic? You have no freaking idea. Things are going to hell in a handbasket out here,” Wayne yelled.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you live under a rock?”

“Hey,” Donna protested. “There’s no need to get nasty.”

“Yeah, well. Get your head out of your ass, Donna. The whole city is going crazy. People are running around looting, killing, stealing, and acting nuts,” Wayne said. “Hell, the house next door is on fire, and the fire department’s nowhere to be seen.”

“Wayne, please. Calm down,” Donna said. “I need you to listen. There’s trouble here at the precinct.”

“Who cares about the precinct? You’re a bunch of cops. You can handle whatever comes your way.”

“Wayne, please. This is different. Somebody’s inside the building shooting and stuff,” Donna said, growing desperate.

“So? Call emergency services,” Wayne said.

“I tried, but the line’s busy.”

“Try again. I can’t help you,” Wayne said. “The only reason I called is to tell you that I’m getting out of town, and I’m taking Sassy with me.”

“You’re taking my cat?” Donna said with a gasp.

“Our cat,” Wayne said, his tone defensive. “We got her together, remember.”

“Yes, but we agreed I could keep her after the divorce,” Donna said.

“No, you agreed. I never did. I’m taking Sassy, and I’m leaving,” Wayne said.

“No, wait. I need your help. Can’t you understand that?” Donna pleaded. “I’m trapped in my office, and there’s something awful happening outside my door.”

“Sorry, Donna. You gave up the right to my help the minute you filed for divorce,” Wayne said. “You’re on your own.”

“Wayne, I swear—”

“Bye, Donna. Good luck,” Wayne said, hanging up.

Donna stared at the phone with disbelief. “He hung up on me.”

“What a prick,” Kate said.

“And he’s taking Sassy,” Donna added, her disbelief turning to anger. “When I get out of here, I’m—” 

“Yes, well. I’m not staying here any longer,” Kate said. “I have to get out of here.”

“Kate, no. You can’t go out there,” Donna protested. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I have to go,” Kate said, walking toward the door. “My son’s out there. My husband too. I can’t stay.”

“Just wait until—” Donna began.

“Wait until what? You heard Wayne. It’s chaos out there, and my son needs me,” Kate said. “I’m leaving.” Placing the key in the lock, she prepared to turn it. “Do you want to come with me?”

Donna listened to the war right outside their door and shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ll wait it out.”

“Are you sure? This is your last chance,” Kate said. “You can drive with me.”

Donna swallowed hard, her mind whirling. Should she take her chances out there? Or try to ride it out inside the office. “I don’t know….”

“I’m counting to three,” Kate said.

A fresh rash of screams decided the matter for Donna, and she shook her head. “I’m staying, and so should you.”

“I can’t, sorry.”

“Then good luck out there,” Donna said. 

“You too,” Kate said, turning the key in the lock.

She handed the key to Donna and placed one hand on the doorknob. “Ready?”

“I’m ready,” Donna said, stepping closer.

Taking a deep breath, Kate yanked open the door and ducked through the opening. Before she could take a single step, a man with crazed eyes latched onto her with both hands. He dragged her into his embrace and bared his teeth with a vicious growl.

“Kate!” Donna cried, but it was too late. In front of her shocked gaze, the man tore into Kate’s face. He ripped into the soft flesh of her cheek and took a chunk right out. Blood spurted from the grizzly wound, coating both attacker and victim in a crimson fluid. “Donna, help me!”

“Kate!” Donna cried, reaching out.

Fingers clawed at her hand, and she yanked it back with a yelp of fright. Bloodied faces filled her vision, and bodies jostled hers in the narrow space. She retreated into the office when a woman snapped at her like a rabid dog. Closing the door all but a crack, she stared at Kate’s struggling figure. 

“Help me, please!” Kate cried, her voice laced with agony.

“Hold on. I’m coming,” Donna replied, though she stood frozen in place.

“Donna, please!”

People swarmed around Kate, drawn to her suffering like flies to a rotten carcass. They stripped the meat from her bones, tearing through her clothes like they were made of wet tissue paper. 

Kate’s screams rose above the deluge of noise that threatened to drown the hallway, every rise and fall like a knife to Donna’s heart. The screams became sobs, and the moans turned to gurgling cries until they stopped.

Still, Donna watched, unable to tear her eyes away from the horrific scene. Tears streamed down her face, and fear coursed through her veins like acid. It was impossible. People didn’t eat other people. But when a crazed face turned her way, she knew it was real—all too real.

A bloodied figure darted toward her, and she slammed the door shut. A loud thump caused her to jump, and the door rattled in its frame. With shaking hands, she turned the key and locked the office. Her mouth as dry as a desert, she waited. 

It wasn’t enough. 

The crazies knew where she was, and they wanted her enough to break down the door. The first thump was followed by another until it felt like the entire world was shaking. Growls sawed through the air, punctuated by high-pitched howls. 

In the distance, she heard more gunshots, and hope blossomed in her chest. When they stopped, she knew she was alone. No one was coming to save her. Not right away, anyway. She’d have to survive on her own until some semblance of order was restored. 

Not sure of her next move, she stood frozen to the spot. Her mind scrambled from one wild scenario to another, trying to make sense of the situation. What’s going on? Terrorists? A sickness? Drugs?

The door continued to shake, the thin barrier under constant attack. A shower of plaster rained down as the beating fists dislodged some crumbling paint, and the hinges creaked with protest. A loud crack made her jump. “Oh, God!”

Recognizing that the door wouldn’t hold, Donna jumped into action. The file cabinet went first, followed by Kate’s desk, a double couch, and a stack of boxes. The thumping faded, blocked by the added layer of protection, and a measure of peace descended on the space.

Stumbling back to the familiar, Donna fell into her chair. Kate’s screams still rang inside her head, and her hands shook with fright. Still, she was alive. Alive and well. “Someone will come for me. Someone will save me.”

Her voice sounded alien to her ears, but she believed in the words. Someone would come. She just needed to survive long enough to be rescued. Her mind flew to Wayne and her cat, Sassy. Anger formed a solid rock in her chest. It solidified her determination to survive, and she made a vow. “Wayne, you fucking coward. If I ever get out of here, I’ll hunt you down like the scum you are.”

***

Sassy paced up and down the apartment, her ears twitching. Strange noises came from outside the building, screams and howls. The humans were acting weirder than usual. Twice she’d gone outside, and twice she’d been chased back inside by people acting like rabid dogs.

Deciding to remain inside her domain, she settled down to await Donna’s return. It wouldn’t be long now. The afternoon was almost over. With fastidious care, she groomed her paws, whiskers, and fur. While the world might be upside down, she had standards to uphold. Afterward, she visited the water bowl and lapped up the clear liquid. Next, she sniffed at the food bowl, displeased to find it empty. “Meow.”

A knock on the door alerted her to company, and she hoped it was Donna. With a happy cry, she deserted her spot on the couch and ran forward. “Meow!”

Donna would know what to do about the crazy people outside. She’d also know what to do about the empty food bowl, As humans went, Donna wasn’t too bad and Sassy enjoyed her attention and care. 

A key rattled in the lock, and the door swung open. To Sassy’s disappointment, it was not Donna but Wayne. His heavy tread filled the apartment as he marched inside. “Here Sassy. Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”

Sassy watched him from a distance, her whiskers twitching with annoyance. She’d never cared for Wayne. While she tolerated most humans, she actively disliked him, and wouldn’t mind if she never saw him again.

“Come on, Sassy. It’s me, Wayne,” he said placing a cat carrier on the counter. Walking around the room, he collected her blanket and favorite toy. These he placed inside the carrier before packing her food and bowls into a box. “I’ve come to fetch you. You’re staying with me from now on.”

Sassy didn’t think that likely. Why would she leave Donna? Especially to live with an idiot like Wayne.

“Come on, Sassy. Don’t be difficult. I don’t have all day,” Wayne said, holding out one hand. “Tsk, tsk, tsk.”

Sassy turned her back on him, her tail ramrod straight and her spine stiff. Not a chance, human.

When he made a move toward her, she danced out of reach. That quickly became a game, and they ended up running around the apartment playing cats and dogs. Only, Wayne wasn’t very good at it. Within minutes, he was out of breath and red in the face. “Stop that, Sassy. Don’t make this difficult. I’m here to save you.”

Sassy eyed him with distrust. She didn’t believe the human and was determined to avoid him. Besides, Donna would be home soon.

Taking a treat from his pocket, Wayne attempted to lure Sassy closer. She eyed the treat, catching a whiff of salmon. Her favorite. Against her better judgment, she took a few steps closer. The delicious scent grew stronger, and she strained to touch her nose to it.

“Gotcha!” Wayne cried, grabbing her by the scruff.

Launched into the air, Sassy yowled with indignation. As he swung her toward the carrier, she came perilously close to his forearm. Like a cobra, she struck, sinking her needle-sharp teeth into his skin. She got in a couple of deep scratches for good measure, blood welling up from the injuries.

“Ouch, dammit!” Wayne yelled, letting go of her.

She landed on her feet and darted behind the nearest couch to hide. Her mouth tasted foul, and she detected a whiff of decay. Something was wrong with Wayne, and she refused to let him near her again. 

“Sassy, please. Come with me,” Wayne pleaded. “I’ll take good care of you, I promise.”

Fat chance, human. Eyeing the open window, Sassy dashed outside. She’d rather face the crazies than Wayne any day.

“No. Come back, Sassy. Please come back!” Wayne called, running to the window. When she ignored him, he swore. “Damn you, you stupid cat. I hope you get eaten by a zombie.”

Sassy watched him from her perch on the gutter, licking one paw. While she didn’t know what a zombie was, it couldn’t be worse than him. After a while, he stomped out of the apartment and slammed the door shut with a bang. Happy that he was gone, she settled down to wait for Donna again. He wouldn’t last long anyway. The sickness in his veins was too strong. Soon. he’d be one of them. Farewell, human.     








  
  
  Chapter 1 - Frank

  
  




A few days later…




Frank woke up with a gasp, the memories of that first horrific day still fresh in his mind. The scent of blood and smoke lingered in his nostrils, and he swallowed hard on the knot in his throat. It took him a moment to realize where he was until it clicked: The firehouse.

They’d moved in after the fire at the school, bringing the rest of their people and belongings with them. Though the firehouse was crowded already, Theresa had insisted. There was safety in numbers, and the office building Frank and his group had holed up in wasn’t much to talk about. Their supplies were low, and they hadn’t salvaged much in the days since. It was nothing short of a nightmare, and he was glad they now had a safe place to rest their heads.

Reaching for the nightstand, he grabbed a water bottle and took a few sips to ease his thirst. His watch told him it was still early, just before dawn, but he got up anyway. He was never one for lying in. Besides, the constant nightmares made it impossible to sleep. 

He climbed out of bed, taking care not to wake the rest. He’d counted two dozen the night before. A mixture of firefighters and survivors. Each occupied a cubicle separated from the others by a low wall. Inside each space was a single bed, a side table, and a lamp. Nothing more. Some slept on mattresses on the floor, squeezed in like sardines.

“It’s still better than the cold, hard floor,” Frank muttered as he straightened the sheets and shook the duvet. His current quarters were pretty comfortable compared to some of the places he’d slept in the past, including the office. 

Low snores echoed through the room, punctuated by the odd snort or moan. It reminded him of his time in the army. There was nothing like barracks full of soldiers farting and snoring to keep a man humble. 

Smothering a grin, Frank made his way to the bathroom and jumped into a hot shower. The electricity and water were still going, and he took full advantage of that. Still, he doubted it would last much longer, which prompted a surge of anxiety. We need to prepare for the worst and do it now while we still have the time.

Afterward, he shaved and dressed, wrinkling his nose at the smell of sweat and smoke that emanated from his uniform. His socks felt like they could stand up by themselves, and his boots were covered in muck. He didn’t have a choice but to wear them, however. One of the many things he did not possess was a change of clothes, and Frank added it to the ever-growing list of things to get while he made his way to the kitchen.

The sound of clinking cups alerted him to the presence of another person, and he was surprised to find Susan busy with the coffee maker. He didn’t know much about her other than the fact that she was a resident firefighter. The previous day had been a blur of names and faces. Thankfully, he was good at remembering both—a side effect of being a cop. 

“Good morning, Officer,” Susan said, greeting him with a bright smile. 

“You can call me Frank,” he replied, choosing a seat at the far end of the table. “Susan, am I right?”

“How did you know?”

“We were introduced after the fire.” He tapped one finger to his temple. “I’m good with names.”

“What happened to your face?” she asked.

“I got scratched by an infected on the first day,” he said.

“You can be glad it didn’t get infected,” she said. “The bacteria you find under people’s nails can be scary stuff.”

“I cleaned it with some alcohol I found,” he said, running his fingers over the scabbed lines. “It seemed to do the trick.”

“Well, Frank. I make the best coffee on this side of the Delaware River. Do you want some?” she asked, raising a pot.

“The best, huh? We’ll see about that,” Frank said with a twitch of the lips. 

“Oh, you can count on it,” she said.

“Alright, but I’m warning you. I’m right fussy when it comes to my coffee,” he said with a solemn nod. 

“I’m not worried,” Susan said, her smile never wavering. “How do you take yours?”

“Black, no sugar,” Frank replied.

“Coming right up,” she said, pouring a cup and handing it to him. 

“Thanks,” Frank said, taking a sip. The brew was strong, hot, and bitter.

“Well?” Susan prompted with raised eyebrows. “What do you think?”

“Strong enough to float a horseshoe,” Frank said. “It’s perfect. Best I’ve ever had.”

Susan grinned. “See? I told you so.”

“Sorry I ever doubted you,” Frank said, saluting her with the cup.

“If you think my coffee’s good, you’ll love my chicken and waffles,” Susan added. She grabbed a waffle pan and waved it around. “That stuff is addictive.”

“I can’t wait,” Frank said, and he meant every word. He hadn’t had a decent meal in days, mostly living off the vending machines in the offices they’d occupied.

“So, tell me,” Susan said, mixing the batter for waffles in a jug. “Where have you been hiding out these past few days?”

“Torres, Campbell, and I escaped the horror of the first day and hunkered down in an empty building a few blocks down,” Frank replied, sobering. “Mostly empty, anyway.”

“Were there infected inside?”

“A few,” Frank said with a nod. “We cleared them out.”

“What happened to the police station and the other officers?” Susan asked. “We could sure use them now.”

“The station’s gone. Overrun. There’s nobody left but us three officers and a couple of reservists.”

“No one?” Susan said, stunned. “That’s awful.”

“It’s possible some escaped, but I haven’t seen anyone,” Frank said with a shake of the head. “I don’t know what happened to those out on patrol either, or those who weren’t on shift.”

“Have you looked for them?”

“We tried, but moving around isn’t easy with hordes of infected waiting to pounce around every corner. The few survivors we met found us.”

“Found you?”

“They saw the squad car and thought we could help them. Little did they know,” Frank said. 

“You did help them. They’re still alive,” Susan said.

“Maybe, but not as much as we wanted. It’s hell out there.”

Susan nodded, her expression sober. “I know what you mean. I was stuck out there on my own for hours. I barely made it back here in one piece.”

“On foot?” he asked.

“That’s right. It was the fastest I ever ran in my life,” Susan said, pouring the finished waffle batter into the pan. The mixture sizzled, and she turned her attention to the chicken, frying the pieces in large batches.

Frank’s mouth watered, but he ignored his aching belly and focused on Susan. She looked to be in her forties. Fine lines creased the corners of her eyes and mouth, and he guessed that she laughed often and with her whole heart. A kind person. “Do you want to tell me what it was like out there?”

She shot him a glance. “Do you really want to hear it? It’s not a pretty story.”

“I’d bet that none of our stories are pretty anymore.”

“Fair enough,” she said with a shrug, adding yet another waffle to the growing stack on the table. “Besides, I might as well tell you while I’m cooking for an army.”

“Why are you up so early, working alone?” Frank asked. 

“It helps me think, and it clears my head,” Susan said.

“Do you need help?” he asked. 

“You’d only get in my way,” she said, refilling his cup with practiced ease. “I grew up in my pop’s diner, and there’s nothing about pouring coffee and making breakfast that I don’t already know.”

“Point taken,” Frank said, inclining his head. 

“You can get out the plates and cutlery,” Susan said, nodding at a cupboard. “Napkins too. We’ve got a lot of mouths to feed.”

“That we do,” Frank agreed, thinking of the kids and teachers they’d rescued from the school.

“Don’t worry. Those kids will be okay. Children are tougher than we give them credit for,” Susan said.

“You sound like you talk from experience,” Frank said.

“I do. My son Noah was an only child, and his baby daddy was a bum. He left when Noah was six, and we haven’t seen him since,” Susan said. “Despite that, my son grew up just fine.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Frank pulled out a stack of plates and put them on the table. “Now, about that story.”

“You’re a persistent one, alright,” Susan said with a laugh.

“I just want to know what we’re up against,” Frank said. “Any information at this point is crucial.”

“Fair enough,” Susan said, mixing the second batch of waffle batter. She poured the liquid into the pan, smiling with satisfaction. “There’s nothing I love more than good solid food to settle the nerves.”

“You sound like my mother,” Frank said.

“A wise woman, I’m sure,” Susan said. “As for my story, it started with a fire. The same way most of my stories start ever since I became a firefighter.”

“I’m all ears,” Frank said, more interested than he cared to admit and not simply for the information. No. She was obviously a strong and resourceful woman. Not someone to take lightly, and he wanted to learn more about her.

Frank settled back in his chair while she told him the tale of her narrow escape from death on the first day of the infection. It was a harrowing adventure and only served to make his admiration for Susan grow. 

“I was lucky to make it back here in one piece,” Susan said with a crooked smile. 

“I don’t think luck had much to do with it,” Frank said. “It seems you survived because you kept your wits about you, and you never gave up.”

“Thanks,” Susan said. “That means a lot to me.”

“I think you were lucky in one aspect, however,” Frank said.

“And that would be?”

“You’re lucky to have a place like this. A haven filled with people you trust and care about,” Frank said. “The kind of people who have your back no matter what.”

“You’re right,” Susan said with a warm smile. “I am lucky. The luckiest person in the world.”

Frank found himself returning Susan’s smile. It was hard not to, and it was even harder not to envy her for what she had—a family.








  
  
  Chapter 2 - Theresa

  
  




Theresa checked her reflection in the mirror and smoothed back an errant curl. A touch of makeup hid the bags under her eyes, and her white shirt was buttoned to the top. The pearl studs shone in the light, and she allowed herself a tiny smile of satisfaction. While she didn’t care about her looks, it was important to create the right image, and she had a station full of strangers to impress.

She entered the kitchen with her trusty clipboard and pen in hand, not at all surprised to find Susan making breakfast. It was like the woman to think ahead, and cooking for the masses was one of her many talents. “Good morning, Susan. How kind of you to get started on breakfast. What can I do to help?”

“You can make yourself a cup of tea. I’ve got the food well in hand,” Susan said, waving a hand at several platters stacked high with fried chicken and waffles. 

“It smells delicious,” Theresa said, taking a deep whiff.

“What about plates and napkins?”

“Frank took care of that,” Susan said, pointing at the table. It was set with plates, cutlery, napkins, salt, pepper, and maple syrup. All ready to eat.

“Thank you so much, Officer Hearn. I trust you slept well,” Theresa said, nodding at the man in question.

“Call me Frank, please,” Officer Hearn replied. “I slept just fine, thanks.”

“Tea?” Theresa offered, removing her precious stash of Earl Grey from its hiding spot in the top cupboard.

“I’m a coffee man myself, sorry,” Frank replied, raising his cup in salute.

“No apologies needed. Each to his own,” Theresa said. 

She went about the delicate business of brewing herself a cup of tea, allowing the leaves to steep in the hot water for several minutes. A single slice of lemon added the final touch, and her taste buds sang when she took the first sip.

“That must be some magical tea judging by that smile,” Frank remarked with a crooked grin.

“You have no idea,” Theresa said, choosing a chair not far from him. She sat down and tucked her feet underneath the seat with prim precision. 

“What’s the clipboard for?” Frank asked.

“Lists. Lots and lots of lists,” Susan said with a grin.

“Susan teases, but it’s true. I make lists of everything. I even have a list of all my lists,” Theresa said with a laugh. 

“You’re joking,” Frank said with raised eyebrows. 

“Oh, I never joke about such matters,” Theresa said. “It keeps me organized.”

“Not for me, thanks,” Frank said with an exaggerated shudder.

“You must have had to deal with administrative tasks in your job from time to time?” Theresa asked. 

“I did, and I hated it,” Frank admitted. 

“Then why do it?”

“Because I loved the rest of my job. As a Sergeant, I was in charge of my shift and the officers on duty. I was responsible for them, and it was up to me to make sure everything ran smoothly,” Frank said. 

“You played a part in making certain they got to go home at the end of the day,” Theresa said with a nod. “I can understand that.”

“Yes, but I was also to blame if they didn’t make it,” Frank said, his smile fading away. “Like so many didn’t on the day the dead rose.”

“A double-edged sword,” Theresa said. “The kind that cuts the deepest.”

“Now it’s just me, Torres, and Campbell. The rest are all gone.”

“I’m sure some of your fellow officers are still alive out there,” Theresa said. “People are tougher than you think.”

“Yes, you mustn’t lose hope,” Susan said, her expression somber.

“That’s easier said than done.” 

“I know it’s hard, but you can’t give up,” Theresa said. “We can’t. We have too many people relying on us.”

“Yes, but what do I do now?” Frank said. “Who am I if not a Sergeant? I’m nothing.”

“That’s not true,” Susan protested. “You are still Sarah and Leo’s Sergeant. You are still their friend, and you are still responsible for them. If you choose to be.”

“Maybe,” Frank mumbled, staring at his coffee cup.

“When I was young, I trained to become an EMT,” Theresa said. “It was my dream. My passion. I wanted to help people.”

“What happened?” Frank asked.

“I had an accident, and I was banished to a desk,” Theresa said, removing a bottle of prescription painkillers from her pocket. “Now I need to take these just to make it through the day.”

“I’m sorry,” Frank said.

“Don’t be,” Theresa said with a shrug. “The point is, I thought I was lost too. I thought I had nothing more to offer the world. My life was over.”

“Then what? Did you have an epiphany?” Frank asked. 

“No epiphany, sorry. But, I did try to make the best of my situation and developed a strong set of organizational skills. They’ll  come in handy now that life as we know it is over.”

“You think it’s over? That we can’t come back from this?” Frank asked.

“It’s too late. Millions are dead. There’s no coming back from that. The best we can do now is to build a new way of life. One that involves living with the dead. Consider them an obstacle. Like floods and drought.”

“Interesting theory,” Frank said.

“It’s not a theory. Andrea and I’ve been scouring the web searching for information. Much of it’s rubbish, but the gist of it is this: The government has fallen, the army is  gone, and nobody is coming to rescue us.”

“What about the president?” Frank asked. 

“Nobody knows for sure, but according to a last-minute report, the president is dead along with most of his cabinet,” Theresa said, toying with her teacup.

“I see,” Frank said.

“It’s much the same everywhere else in the world. Africa’s gone dark. Europe is in shambles, and England’s not much better off. A couple of countries, mostly island nations like Japan, managed to close their borders in time. It remains to be seen whether they can keep the infection out or not.”

Frank snorted. “I doubt it. This virus is a tricky bastard.”

“Indeed,” Theresa agreed. “One thing’s for sure, Officer Hearn. We need to stick together if we’re to stand a snowflake’s chance in hell of surviving.”

Frank inclined his head. “I can’t argue with that.”

“Does that mean you’re in?” Theresa asked.

“In?”

“Will you help us rebuild? We could use the extra hands and the expertise.”

“Expertise? I’m just an old man,” Frank protested.

“Old man?” Theresa said. “Then what does that make me?”

“Definitely not old,” Susan said, waving the spatula at Frank.

“Alright, I’m in. What else am I going to do? Play poker and smoke cigars?” Frank said.

“I’m in too,” Susan said with a fierce look. “One hundred percent. If my Noah ever comes back, he needs to have something to come back to.”

“Excellent,” Theresa said, saluting them with her cup. “Welcome to the team, guys.”








  
  
  Chapter 3 - Robert

  
  




Robert entered the kitchen as the first light touched the horizon. Amelia was still fast asleep, curled up in his bunk, and he wasn’t about to bother her. She needed the rest after her recent ordeal.

As for him, he was only too happy to get up. He’d spent the night on the floor next to her, squeezed into the tiny cubicle. His head ached where he’d bumped it on the nightstand, and his back felt like he’d played a hundred rounds of Twister.

He stretched his spine as he walked, hoping to smooth out the kinks. But even a hot shower hadn’t helped much, and he longed for some painkillers. The type that kicked like a mule. When he spotted Theresa, he headed straight toward her. “We need to do something about the sleeping arrangements.”

“Good morning to you too, Robert,” Theresa said. “I take it you did not sleep well?”

“What do you think? My bed’s too small for both Amelia and myself, and the floor is no picnic either,” Robert said. “Especially at my age.”

“Have some coffee. It’ll make you feel better,” Susan offered. “Plus, the food’s almost ready.”

Robert sniffed the air, and his stomach rumbled. “Is that chicken and waffles I smell?”

“You got it,” Susan said.

“You’re a star; you know that?”

“If I didn’t before, I sure know it now. All these compliments are going straight to my head,” Susan said with a grin.

“If your food tastes anything like your coffee, you deserve every single one,” Officer Frank Hearn said from his seat at the far end of the table.

Robert greeted him with a nod. “Officer.”

The man sighed. “Call me Frank. I’m not an officer anymore.”

“Alright. Frank, it is,” Robert said, taking in the dark circles underlining Frank’s eyes and the rumpled uniform. The man was clearly taking strain. “Why do you feel like that?”

Frank shrugged. “It’s simple. The station’s gone along with everyone in it.”

“Are there no survivors except you, Torres, and Campbell?” Robert asked.

“No police officers that I know of. We’ve only been able to find a handful of survivors and a couple of reservists,” Frank replied.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Robert said, grabbing a seat. “What about friends and family?”

Frank turned a bleak gaze toward him and shook his head. There was no need for words, and Robert was sorry he’d asked. Still, it explained why Frank felt the way he did. He’d lost almost everything and everyone he knew within a few days—a grim prospect. What he needs is a purpose. Something to make him feel needed.

“Putting aside our losses, what do we do now? This station is filled to the brim with survivors, mostly kids, and it’s our responsibility to keep them safe,” he asked, looking from Frank to Theresa.

“I don’t know what’s next,” Frank said. “I’m just glad I got my people here where they’ll be safe.”

“Yes, but they’re still our responsibility, and to keep them safe, we’ll need several things,” Theresa said. “Shelter, supplies, running water, electricity, and weapons.”

“To get that means we’ll have to do dozens of supply runs into the city,” Frank said. “That’s suicide.”

“Not if we’re careful and pick our targets well,” Robert disagreed.

“We can stick to the outskirts for now, and gradually move deeper into the central part of town,” Theresa said.

“We can’t do everything at once either, so we’ll need to prioritize,” Robert said with a nod.

“We have water and electricity for now,” Susan said.

“Maybe, but not for much longer, I’d bet,” Frank said.

“Our food definitely won’t last with the extra mouths,” Susan said. “The fridges and freezers are almost empty.”

“Based on that, I’d say resupplying is our first priority,” Theresa said. “We need to feed, clothe, and take care of these kids. Medicine too for when they’re sick.”

“And we need more space to house them,” Robert said.

“I was thinking of the office block to our left,” Theresa said. “It’s a small company, and most of the employees would’ve been home when the worst happened.”

“What’s to the right?” Frank asked.

“A warehouse. It belongs to the company on our left, and they use it as a storage facility. Something to do with imports and exports,” Theresa said.

“Then we should check it out. There might be useful stuff in there,” Robert said.

“I’ll do it,” Frank said, pushing his empty coffee cup aside.

“Do what?” a new voice asked.

Robert turned to face the newcomer, Leo Torres, and nodded at the man, “Officer Torres.”

Torres studied him with dark eyes. “Sorry, but I’ve forgotten your name. Yesterday was kind of a blur.”

“Robert Stephenson, resident firefighter,” Robert replied. His gaze skipped to a figure hovering behind Torres, and he raised an eyebrow. “Is that Officer Campbell, I see? Come on in, and have some coffee. Both of you.”

“Or tea,” Theresa said.

“Thank you. I’ll take coffee,” Leo said, walking into the kitchen.

“Thanks,” Sarah echoed, taking the seat next to Frank. “Tea for me.”

Once they had a cup of their preferred brew, Theresa cleared her throat. “To reiterate yesterday’s introductions, this is Robert and Ruby, both long-term firefighters at this establishment. I’m Theresa, the office manager, and administrator.”

“Don’t let her fool you,” Robert said with a chuckle. “She’s the boss around here. Nothing happens without her saying so.”

“Stop it, Robert. You’re embarrassing me,” Theresa said, a faint blush staining her cheeks.

“Not possible. You’re made of iron and rawhide,” Robert quipped.

“Anyway,” Theresa said, throwing him a stern look. “To get back to the matter at hand, we were discussing a raid on the property next door and a possible expansion.”

“Yes, we’re quite crowded here,” Susan added.

“I’ve noticed,” Leo said. “With you, our little group, and the lot from the school fire, there’s hardly room to breathe in here.”

“Those poor kids,” Susan murmured. “They must’ve been so scared. What started that fire? Does anyone know?” 

“Nope,” Robert said.

“Me neither,” Frank said. “All I know is they called for help on the radio, and we answered. The fact that we’d made contact with you the day before, and found George’s group at the pharmacy was pure luck.”

“Fires are what we do,” Robert said with a shrug.

“A fact that we’re all grateful for,” Leo said. “But I still want to know what you volunteered for, Frank.”

“I said I’d check out the warehouse. It’s a kind of storage place, and there might be some stuff we can use.”

“Stuff?” Leo asked.

“Yes, stuff,” Frank said, his mouth set in a stubborn line.

“What about zombies?” Sarah said.

“What about them? I’m armed,” Frank said.

“You can’t go in there alone,” Sarah protested.

“I can, and I will.”

“We’re going with you,” Sarah said. “Right, Leo?”

“Of course, we are,” Leo said.

“No, you’re not. I won’t risk either of you on a long shot,” Frank said. “And this is a long shot.”

“You can’t do it alone. You need someone to watch your back,” Leo said.

“Someone like us,” Sarah added.

“I won’t allow it,” Frank said, shaking his head. “I won’t have anyone else dying on my watch.”

“Nobody is dying,” Sarah cried, jumping up. Her chair toppled over and crashed to the floor while she clutched the table’s edge until her knuckles turned white. “I’ve already lost my entire family. Everyone I ever knew and loved. I’m not losing you too. You and Leo are all I have left.”

“Sarah, I didn’t mean—” Frank began.

“Didn’t mean what? Didn’t mean to leave me here? Alone with a bunch of strangers?” Sarah said, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “No offense to you guys. You’re all great.”

“None taken,” Robert said, leaning back in his chair with a sigh. When he woke up that morning, he hadn’t bargained on a pre-breakfast squabble, and his head throbbed something fierce. We could really use Amelia’s calming influence now.

“Sarah, calm down, please,” Leo said.

“Don’t tell me to calm down,” Sarah said. “He was going to leave us!”

“I know, but—”

“But what?” Sarah cried

“Why don’t you talk to him? He’s sitting right there,” Robert intervened.

“Stay out of this,” Sarah said, flashing him an angry look.

Robert raised both hands. “I’m only trying to help.”

“Sarah, please,” Frank interrupted. “Don’t take it out on these people. They’ve done nothing but help us.”

“Fine. Then I’ll take it out on you,” Sarah said, rounding on Frank. “Why do insist on going alone? It’s stupid?”

“Because I’m old and useless. No one will miss me if I die, but you two are still young and strong. Your whole lives are ahead of you. How can I risk that?” Frank said, spreading his hands wide.

“First of all, you’re not useless,” Sarah said. “You’re old, ancient really, but not useless.”

A snort of laughter erupted from Robert’s nose before he could smother it. “Ancient? Did she just call him ancient?”

Leo rolled his eyes. “That’s Sarah for you.”

Frank blinked at her, baffled. “You’re not supposed to agree with me.”

“Secondly, you don’t get to decide for me. You’re not my dad or granddad, and I make my own decisions,” Sarah said, waving one finger at him. “The same goes for Leo.”

“Sarah, please. Be reasonable,” Frank said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, I’m being perfectly reasonable. You’re the one acting like a donkey’s ass,” Sarah said. “Useless, honestly. As if all your worth flew out the window the minute the world ended.”

“She does have a point,” Leo said. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being dramatic?” Frank said with a look of surprise. “What about her?”

“I think she has a point. You’re just being stubborn,” Leo said.

“Besides, we need you,” Sarah continued. “We’ve stuck together thus far, and we’re not breaking up now. So, no more talk about being useless or giving up. Got it?”

“Fine,” Frank said.

“And we’re coming with you. End of story,” Sarah said, sitting down with a huff.

“Alright. I give up, but don’t blame me if you become zombie bait,” Frank said, tossing his hands in the air.

“I won’t because I’ll be too busy babysitting you,” Sarah said.

Frank’s mouth fell open while Sarah kept muttering about old people, drama queens, and donkeys’ asses.

“Ooh, ouch. That must’ve hurt,” Robert said.

“Shut up, Robert,” Theresa said, throwing him a mean look.

“Sorry,” he said, though he wasn’t in the least. He exchanged an amused look with Leo but avoided Frank’s gaze. The old sergeant looked thoroughly disgruntled, while Sarah appeared murderous.

“Anyone hungry?” Susan asked, waving a plate of fried chicken and waffles past their noses.

Robert’s stomach growled, and he jumped up before anyone else could make a move. “Starving, actually.”

“Come and get it,” Susan said with a grin.

Robert grabbed a plate and rushed forward, followed by the rest as they stormed the food. In an instant, the argument was forgotten. Even Frank cracked a smile when he took his first bite.

“This is the best chicken and waffles I’ve ever had,” Frank said, his expression earnest.

“Uh-huh,” Sarah said through a mouthful, her cheeks like those of a chipmunk.

“My pop used to say there’s nothing like a good meal to bring people together,” Susan said with a satisfied smile.

“He was right,” Robert agreed.

“Now that peace has been restored, Robert, I’d like to sort out a few things,” Theresa said.

“Like what?”

“As you said earlier, we don’t have—”

“Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt,” someone from the hallway. “Is there something to eat? The kids are up, and you know children. Always hungry.”

Robert turned in the direction of the voice, followed by the others around the table. He spotted a timid-looking woman with light-brown hair leaning around the corner. She had a smudge of soot on her shirt, and he realized she was one of the people they’d rescued from the school fire. “Good morning, er….”

“Hi, I’m Sandy,” she said. “I… um… I’m a teacher. I was at the school?”

“Hi, Sandy. How can we help you?” Theresa said, jumping up. “I trust you and the others slept well?”

“We did, thanks,” Sandy said. “I just wanted to ask if there was anything for the kids to eat and more toilet paper?”

“Of course. Let me show you where the toilet paper and other toiletries are stored,” Theresa said. “Even better. We’ve got chicken and waffles for breakfast.”

“Really?” the woman said, tears welling up in her eyes. “That sounds amazing. The kids will be so happy. It’s been a rough few days.”

“I’m sure it has, but you’re safe now,” Theresa said in her most comforting voice. “Right, Robert?”

“Um, sure,” Robert said, caught off-guard. “Whatever you need.”

“Thank you,” Sandy replied.

Theresa led her down the hall but paused for a brief moment. “Robert, when everyone’s eaten, get them together and meet me on the roof.”

“What do you mean by everyone?”

“Everyone able and willing to face the zombies,” Theresa explained. “We need fighters.”

“Alright, I’ll see what I can do,” Robert said.

“Thank you,” Theresa said, turning back to her charge.

“Don’t forget your clipboard,” Robert yelled after her retreating back.

Susan shook her head. “Don’t come crying to me when she rips you a new one.”

“I won’t,” Robert said with a grin.

As he turned his attention to his food, he thought about Theresa’s request. She was right. They did need fighters, but after that, they’d need builders. It will take all kinds of people if we want to survive, and we will all have a part to play. 








  
  
  Chapter 4 - Mason

  
  




Mason picked his way through the crowd in the hallway, dancing around the kids and adults that filled the space. Half of them queued for the bathrooms while the other half waited their turn at the breakfast table. Babies cried, toddlers whined, and teenagers complained, heedless of the parents and teachers that tried to keep them in line.

It was absolute chaos, and he despaired of ever reaching the kitchen. “Sorry. Pardon me. Could you let me pass? Oops, I didn’t mean to step on your foot!”

“Watch it,” a sullen-looking boy said. He sported a cut on his cheek, and his clothes reeked of sweat and smoke—a rescue.

“You watch it,” Mason said.

“Asshole,” the boy said.

“Excuse me?” Mason said, losing his patience. This was his home, after all. It was his space they were invading. “Watch your tone, boy.”

Dozens of eyes turned on him, and one woman said, “There’s no need to be rude. He’s been through a lot. We all have.”

“I’m sure you have, ma’am, but that’s no excuse for bad manners.”

“Bad manners? What about you?” the woman replied.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you cutting in line. You can wait just like the rest of us.”

“I’m not jumping the line. I’m just trying to get through.”

“Yeah, right,” the woman muttered.

“I’ll only be a few seconds, ma’am,” Mason said, squeezing between two kindergartners.  One stared at him with big eyes while the other started to cry.

“Could you be more careful?” the woman said, her voice sharp.

“I’m sorry, but I have an urgent meeting to attend,” Mason said, slipping past her.

That comment earned him an angry stare, and he decided not to bother any further. All he wanted was a bottle of water and something to eat on the go. An apple. An orange. Even a banana, though he hated the stuff. 

Mason burst into the kitchen seconds later and waved at Susan. “Hey, Suze. Can you help me out, please?”

“Sure, what do you need?” she asked, even though her hands were full serving the people crowded into the limited space.

“Something quick to eat. I’m on my way to the meeting on the roof,” he yelled.

“Can you grab a seat?” she said. “I’ll be with you in a second.”

“No time,” he replied. “I just need something quick.”

“Alright, help yourself,” she said. “There should be something in the fridge.”

“Thanks,” he said, casting a regretful glance at the plates of fried chicken and waffles. The food looked delicious, and his stomach cramped with desperate hunger, but he was in a rush. Maybe later.

Instead, Mason rummaged through the fridge’s contents and came up with a pear, a piece of string cheese, and a bottle of orange juice. “This will do.”

He tucked his loot into his pockets and rushed toward the stairs that led to the roof. The door at the top was unlocked and propped open with a brick. Bright sunshine flooded the stairwell, and a blast of cold air hit him.

Outside, he paused to savor the fresh air after the stale, overcrowded atmosphere of the station. The sky looked like something from a painting. White clouds drifted overhead against the pale blue backdrop while the sun shone a merry yellow despite the chill. 

For a brief moment, Mason could almost imagine that the world was normal again, and nothing had changed. Soon, he’d hear the buzz of early morning traffic, irate drivers honking their cars, delivery bikes whizzing through the lanes, and taxis looking for customers. People late for work would swamp the local Starbucks, and Lennie from the corner bakery would bring out his first batch of bread from the oven, the crusts still hot and crispy.

But nothing was the same anymore. Lennie was dead, the Starbucks was deserted, and the traffic non-existent. Nobody was going to work anymore, and the only feet hitting the pavements were those of the undead. It’s gone. It’s all gone.

That realization was terrifying, and Mason felt lost. Even more lost than he’d been after his parents died. But it wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. He still had Clare and the station and his fellow firefighters. Not all was lost.

With that thought in mind, he made his way toward the meeting. Robert was there along with Clare, Theresa, George, Bobbi, Mike, Ruby, Elijah, Benjamin, Timothy, Frank, Sarah, and Leo.

While Mason didn’t know the police officers that well, he was glad to see them. With the added survivors straining their resources, they’d need all the hands they could spare—fighting hands.

Robert turned to greet him, his expression strained. “Mason.”

“Robert,” Mason said with a nod. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks. So do you,” Robert replied.

“Glad to see you could join us,” Theresa said, quirking an eyebrow. “Late as ever.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I promise to make it up to you,” Mason said, ducking his head. 

“Well, better late than never,” Theresa said, producing her clipboard. 

“So, what’s up?” Mason asked, biting into the pear.

“We’re here to discuss our next steps,” Robert said.

“Yes, we don’t have enough space for everyone here at the station. We need more room,” Theresa said. “A good option is the office block next door, but we need a team to clear it out. Robert?”

“I’m in,” Robert said.

“So am I,” Mason said.

“Of course, you are,” Robert said with a grin. 

“Can’t let you go on your own, can I? You’d be zombie chow within two seconds,” Mason added.

“And you’re going to keep me safe?” Robert said with a snort.

“Of course. You’re my bro,” Mason said.

“Oh, my God. Why don’t you two just get married already?” Clare said, groaning.

“Amelia might have a problem with that,” Robert said.

“You know what they say. Bros before—” Clare said with a wicked grin.

“Shut up, Sis,” Mason said, nudging her with his shoulder. “You always had a smart mouth.”

“Whatever, but you can count me in,” Clare said.

“Yay, I can’t wait to spend more quality time with you,” Mason said.

“Suck it, Bro,” Clare added.

“Does anyone else want to come along?” Robert asked, looking around. 

“I’ll go,” Elijah said, raising a hand. 

“That’s settled then. The four of us will clear out the office block,” Robert said. “I’ll issue each of you with a set of gear and a fire ax.”

“That’s fine, Robert, but remember. The only ones in your party allowed to carry guns are you and Clare,” Theresa said, noting on her clipboard.

“Wait, what?” Elijah protested. “We don’t know what’s lurking inside that building. What if we need the firepower?”

“You’re not an experienced marksman,” Theresa said. “What if you shoot someone? Or yourself?”

“I don’t care,” Elijah said. “I want to be able to defend myself with more than just an ax.”

“Listen to her,” Robert said. “I’ve seen plenty of gun accidents during my career, and none of them were pretty.”

“It won’t be pretty if a zombie gets me either,” Elijah said. 

“We’ll have each others’ backs,” Mason said.

“I’d rather have my own back.”

“It’s your funeral,” Mason replied, finishing the last of the pear. He swallowed the core whole, then chugged his orange juice. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. I just hope Susan saves me some food for later. I’d hate to miss out on fried chicken and waffles.

“It doesn’t have to be anyone’s funeral,” Frank said, stepping forward.

“Oh?” Theresa said, one eyebrow raised.

“We officers are experienced shooters, and we know the rules regarding gun safety and responsibility. Let us teach you.”

“Now? Is there enough time?” Theresa asked. “I’d like to clear out the building today. The sooner, the better.”

“Just give us a couple of hours here on the roof,” Frank said. “They won’t be crack shots, but they won’t be complete dummies either.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. Anything to help,” Frank said.

“Thank you,” Theresa said, looking around. “You heard the man. If you’re a novice with a gun, report to Officer Hearn after this meeting.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Elijah said, echoed by the rest.

“With that settled, I’d like to talk about the warehouse. Officers Hearn, Torres, and Campbell volunteered to clear it and check for supplies,” Theresa said.

“That we did,” Frank acknowledged, looking at Leo and Sarah.

“We’re in,” they answered.

“Do you need more hands?”

“No, we can handle it. We’re the most experienced fighters here, and we work well together,” Frank said.

“Let’s hope the place has supplies we can use,” Theresa said with a brisk nod. “As for the rest of you, we still need one more team to clear the street and expand the barricades.”

Mason looked around. With the office and warehouse teams made up, only a handful of people remained: George, Bobbi, Ruby, Mike, Benjamin, Timothy, and Ellen.

Neither Amelia, Sam, nor Andrea were cut out for fighting. Susan was strong, but she was busy in the kitchen feeding the masses, and Rick’s wounds were still healing. As for the people they’d rescued, they were an unknown quantity.

“I’ll go,” George volunteered.

“Me too,” Timothy said, looking much too happy about it.

“I’m in,” Mike said. 

“I’ll go along too,” Benjamin added.

“Four should be enough. Anyone else?” Theresa said, looking around. 

“I need to check the wounded. A couple of people with burns need treating,” Ruby said with an apologetic shrug.

Mason nodded. It made sense for Ruby to stay behind to treat the sick and injured. Neither she, Theresa, nor Robert should be allowed to risk their lives while they were the only qualified EMTs on site.  There wasn’t much choice, however. Not until they had a better grasp on the situation and more helping hands. 

“I can help, Ruby. It’ll keep me busy,” Ellen said, raising a hand.

“Good idea, Ruby and Ellen. You two get going straight away,” Theresa said. “Rick, you might as well go with them and be on the lookout for trouble.”

“Trouble?”

“We have a lot of people squeezed into a small space. Some are injured. Others are scared. There’s no telling what might happen, and we need to be prepared.”

“So… I’m the bouncer, you mean?” Rick said with a grin.

“As long as there’s peace in this firehouse, I don’t care what you call yourself,” Theresa said, waving him away.

“What about supplies?” Mason asked. “Food, medicine, clothing, blankets, and stuff?”

“We’ll take care of that later. Right now, we need to secure this block and make space for all these people. The food will last a few more days,” Theresa said.

“Got it,” Mason said.

“I think that’s everything. Good luck everyone, and listen to your team leaders: Robert, Frank, and George. They’re responsible for you,” Theresa said.

A chorus of yesses did the rounds.

“Be careful out there,” Theresa added, and the group dispersed.

“What about me?” Bobbi asked. “Everyone’s got a job except me.”

“That’s because I’m not sure what to do with you,” Theresa said.

“I can arrange your weapons’ stash. Clean the guns, load them, sort them—that kind of thing. I can build a cage for you too. One with racks,” Bobbi said.

“You can?” Theresa said with more than just a hint of doubt.

“You can trust me. I ran my own farm for decades. After that, I moved to a small plot on the edge of town, where I grew my own food and raised my own meat. I’m good with my hands, I can hunt, and I grew up with guns. I know what I’m doing.”

“Alright, then. Follow me,” Theresa said. “Officer Hearn, you might want to accompany me so I can issue you some guns and ammo for the training session.”

“Sure thing, ma’am. Lead the way,” Frank said.

Theresa, Bobbi, and Frank left, followed shortly by everyone except those who had to stay behind for the impromptu gun lesson. Being one of them, Mason wandered about aimlessly until he spotted Sarah Campbell. She was a pretty girl, petite with a big smile, and he quickly made his way to her side. “Sarah, is it?”

“That’s right,” she replied, shooting him a wary look.

“I’m Mason,” he said with as much charm as possible.

“Okay.”

“I work here,” he offered. “As a firefighter.”

“Nice,” she said, not looking impressed.

He looked around, taking in the view. “It’s pretty up here.”

“I suppose.”

Silence. 

Mason wracked his brain for something witty to say but came up blank. The meeting was not going as he’d hoped, and his usual suave demeanor around the ladies deserted him instantly.

“Do you want some cheese?” Mason said, offering her the string cheese he’d stolen from the kitchen earlier.

“Uh, no thanks. I’m not hungry,” Sarah said. “I’ll, um, see you later.”

He watched as she walked away, cursing himself for his stupidity. 

“Wow, that was bad, Bro,” Clare said with a whistle.

“You heard that?” he asked, mortified. 

“Every word,” she said with a grin. 

“Kill me now,” Mason said with a groan of horror.

“Do you want some cheese?” she said, mimicking his voice.

“Fuck off,” he replied. “What are you even doing here? You don’t need gun lessons.”

“No, but you do, and I’d be happy to teach you,” she said.

“I’d rather learn from a troll.”

“Really? But I’ve got cheese!”

Mason aimed a playful blow at her arm, and she danced away laughing. “Catch me if you can,  Bro.”

Mason chased after her with an answering smile. It might be the apocalypse, but some things never changed. Like lousy pick-up lines.








  
  
  Chapter 5 - Bobbi

  
  




Bobbi followed Theresa and Frank to the storeroom where they kept the guns. When they got there, she eyed the weapons with shrewd calculation. She counted roughly two dozen handguns, almost as many rifles, and a handful of shotguns. There was a stack of ammunition, a heap of holsters, belts, and other paraphernalia. “That’s a solid collection you’ve got there.”

“Indeed, it is,” Theresa answered. She turned to Frank and waved a hand. “Take your pick.”

“Thanks,” he said, choosing a couple of handguns, a shotgun, and a rifle. “That should do for now.”

“What about ammunition?” Theresa asked.

“We won’t be firing any shots today,” Frank said. “Today’s lesson is all about the basics of gun safety, the proper way to hold one, stand, aim, and so on.”

“I see,” Theresa said. “I’d love to join you as my skills are a little rusty, but I need to check in on communications.”

“You mean that Andrea chick?” Bobbi asked.

“That’s the one,” Theresa said. “You don’t like her?”

“I don’t have to like her,” Bobbi replied. “I am allergic to cats, though.”

“I’ll see if we’ve got any antihistamines lying around,” Theresa said.

“Don’t bother. I’ll get used to it,” Bobbi said.

“If you’re sure,” Theresa said with a nod. “Frank, are you all set?”

“Yes, I’m good,” he replied. “I’ll return the weapons when I’m done.”

“Take your time,” Theresa said.

“Where do you want me to build the cage?” Bobbi asked once Frank left.

“Against that wall,” Theresa said, pointing to the left. 

“Alright,” Bobbi said. “What about equipment and material?”

“We’ve got tools and stuff in the storeroom next door. You’ll have to make a list if you need anything else, and we’ll try to get it for you,” Theresa said.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Bobbi said.

“I’ll let you get to it then,” Theresa said.

Bobbi grunted in reply and reached for a pair of worker’s gloves.

“Just remember one thing,” Theresa said, pausing.

Bobbi stared at her with slitted eyes. “What’s that?”

“I’m trusting you with our guns. Our weapons,” Theresa said. “Our survival counts on this collection, and I’m leaving you alone with it.”

“I appreciate that, and I won’t let you down,” Bobbi said with a curt nod. 

“I hope so,” Theresa said. “When will you be finished?” 

“A day or two, depending on the size of the cage,” Bobbi replied. “I’m planning on leaving room for more weapons.”

“Good idea. Especially with the upcoming raid on the police station. Who knows what we might find there?”

“Exactly. I might even make an extra rack for the melee weapons like the axes, knives, etc.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Theresa admitted.

“It would give us one central place to keep everything, and it would be easy to keep track of it,” Bobbi continued. “As long as you have only one or two people issuing the stuff and keeping a strict inventory, it shouldn’t be too hard.”

“That was my thought, as well,” Theresa said.

“Great minds think alike.”

“Do you need any help? I could ask for volunteers.”

“No, I can manage,” Bobbi said, rolling up her sleeves. 

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent.”

Theresa hesitated in the doorway, clearly uncertain about something, and Bobbi could guess what it was. I wasn’t born yesterday, lady. “Is there anything else?” 

“No, it’s just….”

“Look, Theresa. I know you don’t trust me. I’m a stranger, and if I were you, I wouldn’t trust me either,” Bobbi said, hands on her hips. “But for better or worse, I’m one of you now.”

“Are you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“How can I be sure?”

“I’m a levelheaded gal, and I can see which way the chips have fallen,” Bobbi said. “I won’t make it out there on my own. My only chance at survival lies within these walls.”

Theresa stared at Bobbi for a couple of seconds before she nodded. “I can recognize practicality when I see it. You’ve got the job. As for my trust, consider yourself on probation.”

“Good enough for me,” Bobbi said with a shrug. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

“Of course,” Theresa said. “One last thing. Don’t think of taking anything. It’s all right here on the list.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Bobbi said with a forced smile. She waited until Theresa left before taking out a measuring tape and starting on the project. As she toiled, she hummed tunelessly under her breath. Working with her hands calmed her. It allowed her to empty her mind of needless distractions and smoothed away any lingering fears and anxieties.

She knew that Theresa and the rest didn’t trust her. With the sole exception of George, perhaps, and even he had his reservations. Not that she cared. People could think whatever they liked. Their approval had never counted for much in her eyes. She would live her life the way she always had: On her own terms.

After a few hours, Bobbi decided to take a break. While she rested, she sorted through the various guns, counting them again and checking their sizes against her projected cage. She also checked their loads and made sure they were oiled and cleaned. If there was one thing she hated, it was a dirty gun. 

Her mind drifted back to her home. Or her last house. It wasn’t home anymore. Not without Zeke, Tiger, and Maggie. They were like kids to her, and she missed them more than words could express. While she cared little for people, her dogs had been her family, and their loss was a bitter blow.

Dashing away a couple of tears, she muttered, “Damn zombies. May you rot in hell, Trevor. I never like you much, but I’d have gutted you sooner if I’d known what you would do. You and that hateful wife of yours.”

Without meaning to, she lost herself in the memory. It played out before her eyes like an old-time movie, scene after scene.

***

“Zeke, get away from my tomatoes before I smack you silly,” Bobbi warned, wagging a finger at the dog in question.

He took her command for playful banter, and his tail swung back and forth like a whip. Shoving his nose into the freshly-churned dirt, he snorted. A spray of soil exploded into the air, and he barked with joy, bouncing around like a jackrabbit.

Unable to resist his charm, Bobbi smiled. It made her heart warm to see him so happy. The newest addition to the family, he’d arrived on her doorstep as a shadow of himself. Rail thin, shivering, covered with sores and ticks, he’d presented a miserable picture. It took weeks to nurse him back to health. It took even longer to heal his broken spirit. Damn people and their cruel ways. They deserve to die—all of them.

Turning back to her garden, Bobbi spent the next hour weeding her vegetable patch, cleaning out the chicken coop, and repairing the wire fence. She paid little heed to Zeke, used to his playful antics. 

Tiger would join in every so often, and the two would wrestle on the lawn in a mock battle for supremacy. Twice the size of Tiger, Zeke won every time. However, he was a gracious winner and allowed Tiger to keep his dignity.

Maggie was not interested in their fun and games. As the matriarch, she was much too dignified to take part. Instead, she lazed on the porch, basking in a patch of golden sun. The only sign that she was still alive was the occasional twitch of an ear.

Wiping her dirt-covered hands on her jeans, Bobbi surveyed her home with gratitude. After selling the farm and paying off her late husband’s debts, she’d had enough money left to buy a small cottage on a patch of land outside Burlington.

Endowed with a tiny pension, she made it last by growing her own food and selling the surplus at a local market. It was hard work, but she enjoyed it. It kept her strong and healthy. Besides, she cared little for the comforts of the modern world. Watching television made one’s brain rot, and she much preferred reading a good book.

There was no time to rest, however. Not when the next market was only days away. She needed to harvest a good selection of vegetables and herbs to sell. A few jars of her famous tomato jam wouldn’t hurt either. Maybe some pickled onions. A big hit with the locals. 

Focusing on the task at hand, she hand-selected a batch of tomatoes. They were ripe and heavy and smelled of the earth. The sun warmed her back while she worked, and a butterfly flitted from flower to flower in its quest for pollen. Birds chirped from the branches of a maple tree, and the scent of honeysuckle hung thick in the air. 

Though late in the season, her garden resembled a small paradise, and many a neighbor envied her green fingers. None more so than Trevor Small, who lived next door with his wife, Cordelia. They were nosy meddlers, and she made it her life’s mission to avoid the sniveling pair. 

Such was her concentration that she failed to notice the scrabbling fingers at the garden gate that led to the street. Held shut by a simple latch, the fingers managed to unhook it by chance, and the gate swung open. Two shambling figures entered the backyard, their senses alert for any sounds or movement that signaled food. Unfortunately, they found it.

Zeke immediately honed in on the intruders, and his demeanor changed from playful pup to defender of the home. Without hesitation, he charged. Eager to play his part, Tiger followed.

A chorus of snarls, growls and barks alerted Bobbi to trouble, and she jumped to her feet. Whirling around, she was astonished to find both Trevor and Cordelia inside her yard. Even stranger, they were chasing the dogs, trying to catch them with claw-like hands. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Bobbi yelled, but it was too late. Before she could make a move, Trevor latched onto Zeke. Within seconds, it was over. “Zeke!”

Tiger danced around the pair, attacking Trevor’s feet and legs with vicious growls. The man hardly noticed, but Cordelia gave chase with hungry glee. The moment Tiger strayed too close to Cordelia’s grasping hands, she had him. 

“No!” Bobbi cried, a futile protest. Shock and horror held her immobile. It was simply too much for her brain to comprehend. For any normal human being to understand. It wasn’t possible, and therefore it couldn’t be happening. She wondered if she was having a nightmare. Maybe I fell asleep.

But when Maggie ran to the rescue of her fellow canines, she realized it wasn’t a dream at all. It was real, and it was up to her to do something. “No, Maggie! Come back!”

Maggie paused, her head swiveling from the lifeless bodies of her packmates to the fierce cries of her master. Her tiny body quivered with indecision, but the call of the wild won out. She stormed the closest enemy and bit him on the shin. Dropping Zeke, Trevor grabbed Maggie.

A red haze dropped over Bobbi’s vision, and she charged forward with a war-like cry. A pitchfork stuck out from a nearby garden bed, and she grabbed it on the run. “Not my Maggie! Drop her, you asshole!”

Trevor ignored her, intent on his next meal. Bobbi threw the pitchfork like a spear, desperate to save Maggie, but Cordelia wandered into its path. Four metal teeth pierced her stomach and exploded out through the back. 

Bobbi reached her seconds later and yanked the pitchfork free from her body. Glistening spools of ropy innards bulged from the gashes, but Cordelia didn’t seem to care and reached for Bobbi with bloody hands.

“What the f—” Bobbi yelled.

The word zombie jumped to mind, and she aimed the next blow at Cordelia’s head. The pitchfork slid home, one of the teeth entering the eye socket. The woman collapsed like a sack of potatoes, and Bobbi rushed past her to get to Trevor.

As she laid eyes on the man, her stomach plummeted to the ground. She was too late. Maggie was gone. “Damn you, Trevor.” 

The words were bitter but not as painful as the sorrow that flowed through her veins. With a fierce cry, she raised her weapon and ran forward. The pitchfork’s teeth pierced Trevor’s skull and pushed him into the wooden fence behind. Impaled, he hung there like a ragdoll, his eyes devoid of life. Blood covered the front of his face and shirt. 

The blood of his victims.

Her dogs. 

Her family.

A sob welled up within Bobbi’s chest, and she fell to her knees. Scrambling around, she gathered up the bodies of Zeke, Tiger, and Maggie. Holding them close to her chest, she mourned their loss. A loss she felt as keenly as a blade to the heart.

After a long time, she gathered up the courage to bury them. It was a cruel ending to a beautiful life, and she knew it was over. The cottage was no longer her home. Not with the blood that soaked its foundations.       

Grabbing her car keys and a backpack, Bobbi struck out into the city. Something was going on. Something terrible, and she wanted to find out what it was and what could be done about it. If anything.                                                                                                                             

***

The gun in Bobbi’s hand shook as the memories unfolded, and her knuckles turned white with the ferocity of her grip. I should’ve seen them earlier. Heard them. Something. Instead, I let them in. I let them take my family. It’s my fault.

But there was no point in dwelling on the past. Bobbi was too practical for that, and she believed in living for the present. While the world might have ended, she still had a lot to give and a lot to live for.

She placed the gun back on the shelf and bent down to pick up an empty duffel bag. Something about the weight was off, and she gave it a closer look. Upon inspection, she found a Rossi .38 Special tucked in a side pocket. It appeared to have been lost in the shuffle and presented a golden opportunity. 

Small and lightweight, it would be easy to hide from the others, giving her an ace up her sleeve. She firmly believed in having an advantage, especially considering her current circumstances: Surviving the apocalypse with a group of strangers who didn’t trust her. Chewing on her bottom lip, she hefted the gun in her hand. Should I, or shouldn’t I?

The temptation was strong, but what if she got caught? It would utterly destroy any chance she had of ever being trusted. Especially now that Theresa had given her a shot at earning their confidence. 

Then she remembered the lifeless bodies of her pets, and her resolve firmed. I’ll be damned if I’m ever caught off-guard or empty-handed again.

She tucked the gun into her pocket with one swift move and pulled her jacket over the slight bulge. Once the deed was done, it felt like a weight had lifted off her shoulders. Next time shit happens, I’ll be prepared.








  
  
  Chapter 6 - Andrea

  
  




Andrea smoothed the blankets on her bed, tucking the corners underneath the mattress. She puffed the single pillow and flicked away an errant piece of fluff. Satisfied, she slid the narrow cot into the corner of the room where it wouldn’t be a bother. 

She paused when a dozen pairs of feet ran past the door, followed by shrieks of childish laughter. Sebastian hurried to her side, annoyed by the disturbance, and brushed against her legs. 

“Meow,” he called plaintively.

“I know, and I’m sorry, my sweet,” Andrea said, casting him a sympathetic glance. “Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do about the noise. Not with all the extra people jammed in here with us.”

“Meow,” he replied, his grass-green eyes narrowing to slits. Flicking his luxurious tail, he jumped onto her newly-made bed and made himself comfortable.

“There, there. It’s not that bad,” Andrea said, tying her hair into a knot. “I’m sure things will settle down—” She paused when the kiddie parade outside her door ran past again, the laughter even shriller than before. “Maybe you have a point, Sebastian. Let me find out what’s going on.”

Andrea pulled on her trainers and a light jacket to ward off the chill in the air before braving the world outside her door. Sebastian stared at her every step of the way, not happy with the status quo.

“I’ll be right back,” Andrea said as she shut the door.

A twitch of the whiskers was the only answer she got.

Andrea made her way to the bathroom down the hall with a sigh. After waiting in the queue, another annoyance, she used the toilet, washed her hands, and brushed her teeth. There was no hot water, but she’d had the foresight to shower in the middle of the night while the rest slept.

Next, she emptied her locker. She was lucky to have one, assigned to her by Theresa before the rest of the survivors showed up. However, she’d decided to give it up since she had the use of the communications office. It was only fair.

Andrea rushed back to her quiet little corner of the station with her toiletry bag and clothes clutched to her chest. It was only a few feet away, but it might as well have been miles. Several times, she dodged groups of screaming kids running amok throughout the station. Adults lounged in the common room, chatting, watching DVDs on the old television, listening to music, and playing ping pong. Teenagers loitered around corners, their hair as floppy as their posture. 

They all stared at her like she was an alien, and it was with relief that she saw a familiar face. “Theresa, it’s good to see you.”

“Same here, Andrea. Did you and Sebastian sleep well?” Theresa asked.

“Not really. Too much noise,” Andrea replied. 

“I know what you mean. We’re packed in like sardines in a tin can,” Theresa said. 

“Is there anything that can be done?”

“I’m afraid not,” Theresa said. “At least, not until we can clear the office block next door and move some survivors over.”

“Is that an option?” Andrea asked.

“Robert and a team are leaving shortly to clear it of infected,” Theresa said. “That’s why I was on my way to you.”

“You were? How lucky we ran into each other here,” Andrea said. “I was just clearing out my locker.”

“Why? I gave it to you.”

“I know, but I don’t need it,” Andrea said, stepping aside as another posse of kids thundered past. Once they were gone, she stepped into her office and waved a hand around. “Not when I have all of this at my disposal.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Theresa said, closing the door behind them. 

Blessed silence fell over the space, and once again, Andrea realized how lucky she was to have an entire room to herself. While it couldn’t compare to her old home, a place she still missed, she was nothing if not practical. Her old life was over, and what mattered now was living out the rest of it in relative peace and comfort with her only remaining family, Sebastian.

With that thought in mind, she tucked her belongings into an empty drawer and filled Sebastian’s food bowl. It was time for his breakfast. He rushed over, meowing several times to express his impatience. “There, there. You won’t starve if you wait one minute longer.”

Sebastian looked from her to the bowl, clearly disagreeing. 

“Fine. Here you go,” she said, placing the bowl before him. He dug in with gusto, the can of wet food disappearing with record speed.

When her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t had breakfast either, Andrea looked at Theresa. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Robert’s mission. He’s taking a team to clear out the office block next door. Officers Hearn, Torres, and Campbell are clearing out the warehouse, and George’s team are sweeping the roads and putting up blockades.”

“My, that’s a lot to have going on all at once,” Andrea said.

“I know. They’re leaving shortly, and I’d like you to monitor their communications. If either party gets into serious trouble, the rest have to help them. I also have a backup team here at the station. If anything happens, I need you to inform me.”

“Of course, but won’t you be carrying a radio?” Andrea asked. “You normally do.”

“Yes, I will, but with so many people clamoring for attention, I’m afraid my focus won’t be where it should,” Theresa said.

“I understand, and I’m happy to help,” Andrea said. “Could it possible wait until I’ve grabbed a bite to eat, though? I’m starving.”

“By all means,” Theresa said, waving a hand at the door. “I’ll stay if you don’t mind and enjoy the peace and quiet while I can.”

“Sebastian could use the company,” Andrea said. “Besides, it’s the reason we placed a big fat “DO NOT DISTURB” sign on the door.”

Theresa chuckled. “Who’d have thought we’d be reduced to hiding out in our own home?”

Andrea returned her smile. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back with a cup of tea.”

“That would be lovely, thank you,” Theresa said.

Andrea ducked out and hurried to the kitchen. There she found Susan handing out the last remnants of breakfast. She glanced at the platters of waffles and fried chicken, disappointed to see no fruit. Not even a glass of juice. It was the one thing she suspected she would miss the most: Fresh fruit and vegetables.

When Susan spotted her, she cried, “Andrea, so good to see you. Anything new to report on the outside world?”

“Nothing new since yesterday,” Andrea said with an apologetic shrug. 

She’d already told everyone what she’d learned through the internet, phone lines, emails, and radio, and the rumors were wild: The president was dead, along with most of his cabinet. All of the large cities and metropolises had fallen to the undead scourge. The infected numbered in the millions, with more joining their number every day. The infection was caused by a virus, transmitted via saliva, and incurable. Most of the army had disbanded as soldiers left to save their families. Those units still intact were fighting a losing battle. Citizens could not expect any help coming soon. Lawlessness and looting were rife. Personal scores were being settled, and all utilities were expected to fail within days.

It painted a morbid picture. One she preferred not to dwell on. There were better ways to pass the time. More hopeful and productive ways such as preparing for the worst and finding ways to live among the chaos and the undead.

“Sorry, I can’t be of more help,” Andrea said, putting the kettle on to boil. While she waited, she began preparing Theresa’s special tea from her stash.

“That’s alright. I thought I’d ask as I haven’t heard from Noah either,” Susan said.

“I’m sure you will,” Andrea replied. “The signal is getting rather spotty. I don’t know how long it will last.”

“I know. Any message I get could be the last I ever get from Noah,” Susan said, her expression sad. Then she brightened up. “At least I know he’s safe. That’s more than most other people have.”

“That’s true,” Andrea said, putting the finishing touches to the tea. She loaded the pot, cups, saucers, spoons, sugar, and milk onto a tray, preparing to return. The hustle and bustle of the kitchen was just too much for her, and Theresa was waiting. “Might I have something to eat, please?”

“Of course! How silly of me,” Susan cried. She produced a plate from the microwave. It contained a stack of waffles with syrup and fresh blueberries. “I put it aside especially for you since you don’t eat meat.”

Andrea’s eyes widened. “Blueberries? I thought I’d never see a fresh fruit again.”

“I still have some fruits and vegetables left. It won’t last, though, so enjoy it while you can.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that,” Andrea said, adding the plate to her tray. 

As she walked back to her room, she reflected that finding joy would become increasingly difficult to find in the days to come. The apocalypse would be brutal for all of them, and many hardships lay ahead. The only way to find meaning would be by savoring the small things in life, such as a handful of fresh blueberries.








  
  
  Chapter 7 - Theresa

  
  




Theresa rifled through the stacks of papers on the desk while waiting for Andrea to return. They were guides and instructions for living without the amenities of modern life—manuals to prepare them for the days to come.

While the electricity and internet still functioned, she’d determined to download and print out as many of these guides as possible. Andrea realized what she was doing and offered to help. Now they had information on various subjects, including first-aid, canning, preserving, smoking, curing, and gardening. There were instructions for candle making, soap making, weaving, knitting, sewing, and storage. They’d even begun to expand to larger-scale projects such as digging wells, basic mechanics, construction, engineering, collecting water, generating electricity, planting crops, and raising livestock.

Theresa knew that having the knowledge on paper wasn’t the same as having the experience, but it was a start. The next step would be to inventory skills among the survivors and set up classrooms where these skills could be taught to others. Raiding a library would be a plus. 

As she scanned a paper on the mechanics of building a windmill, Sebastian jumped onto the table. Purring, he lay down on her reading material and waited for attention. Attention she was only too happy to bestow upon the handsome feline. While he tended to be shy with the others, he liked her and showed it by allowing her to touch him. 

“There you go, handsome,” she said, rubbing him behind the ears. 

Sebastian blinked lazily, his rhythmic purr growing in volume. He kneaded the stack of papers, his sharp claws leaving tiny holes behind. When he began shredding the delicate sheets, Theresa called a halt to the pampering session. 

“Alright, that’s enough. Off you go.” She lifted him from the table and put him down on the floor with a final tail rub.

Throwing her a disgusted look, he waltzed into the corner and commenced grooming his fur. The Maine Coone’s beautiful coat was his prize and joy.

Seconds later, a knock on the door announced Andrea, and she entered with a laden tray. Setting it down on the table, she poured each of them a cup of tea. “There you go. Just the way you like it.” 

“Thank you,” Theresa murmured, taking a delicate sip. The brew was delicious, but that was no surprise. It never failed to delight her senses and had a calming influence on her nerves. She dreaded the day she ran out of stock but supposed it was coming. However, until then, she was determined to enjoy it to the full.

Andrea ate her breakfast and placed her empty plate to the side. Sampling her tea, she sighed. “Mm, that sure hits the spot.”

“Perfect as always, my dear,” Theresa agreed. “How is Sebastian coping with the influx of people?”

“He’s not,” Andrea admitted. “He’d barely settled in when the strangers arrived. As you know, he’s quite shy.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed.”

“Hopefully, he’ll get used to everybody in time,” Andrea said. “Until then, I’ll keep him close.”

“Maybe it will get better once we move some of these people out,” Theresa said.

“It will help. The fewer people he has to deal with, the better,” Andrea replied.

“We’ll see what can be done,” Theresa said.

“We need to look at possible solutions to the water and electricity problem,” Andrea said. “It’ll happen any day now.”

“I know. It worries me,” Theresa said. She gestured at the papers on the table. “Have you found possible solutions yet?”

“A few. Many of these buildings have gravity-fed water tanks on the roofs. These are filled as they empty, but we won’t be able to fill them again once the water goes off.”

“Okay,” Theresa said with a frown. “What can be done?” 

“Rain-catchment systems will help alleviate the problem, but it’s not enough. Water will have to be strictly rationed.”

“People won’t like that,” Theresa said. “No more hot showers and flushing toilets is a recipe for disaster.” 

“Rather that than no water at all,” Andrea said.

“True. Do you know how to set up these rain catchment systems?” Theresa asked. 

“I have a rough idea,” Andrea said. “I’ve printed it out, and I’ll compile a list of the supplies we’ll need.”

“Thanks.”

“We should also consider using compost toilets,” Andrea said. 

“Isn’t that smelly and unhygienic?” Theresa asked with a shudder. 

“Not if you do it properly,” Andrea said. 

“I suppose we can look at it,” Theresa conceded. “It’s not like we have a choice.”

“It doesn’t use any water, and I’m sure we can convert some of the old toilets once the water runs out.”

“Well, get me a list for that too,” Theresa said.

“That along with clothes, toiletries, and food for the masses,” Andrea said with a chuckle. “The new people must be driving you crazy with their demands.”

“Not yet, but I’m sure it’s coming. For now, they’re still unsure and a little shell-shocked, but that will pass soon enough.”

“I don’t envy you your job,” Andrea said. “I’d much rather be in here, listening to messages online, than dealing with real people. It’s… messy.”

“Ugh, don’t I know it,” Theresa said. “But it’s what I’m good at, and we all have to make sacrifices. Right?”

“Right,” Andrea said, her lips twitching.

“Anyway,” Theresa said, standing up. “Thank you for the tea. I’ll take the tray to the kitchen and leave you to carry on with your work.”

“The pleasure was all mine,” Andrea said.

“Just keep an ear on the ground for trouble,” Theresa reminded her. 

“Will do,” Andrea said.

Theresa left the office with a sense of regret. It was so quiet compared to the rest of the station, but she couldn’t hide out there all day. She had responsibilities, after all. Uneasy is the head that wears the crown. 

It was an old saying she’d heard once, and never did it ring more true. While she might not be royalty, she had taken on the mantle of leadership, and with that came specific duties.

“Thank you for the lovely breakfast and for taking care of everyone,” she said, entering the kitchen. Dumping the tray’s contents in the sink, she added, “Let me help with the dishes.”

“There’s no need,” Susan protested.

“Nonsense. It’s the least I can do.”

“Alright. More hands make for lighter work,” Susan agreed.

As they dried and packed away the last cutlery, Frank and Mason appeared. Mason made a beeline for the fridge while Frank headed toward her. “We’re done with the gun lesson.”

“How did it go?” Theresa asked.

“Not bad. They’re not experts, but they won’t kill themselves or anyone else by accident. I hope,” Frank replied.

“You hope?” Theresa said with a laugh.

“He’s joking. We’ll be fine,” Mason replied.

“Where is everybody?” Theresa asked.

“They’re getting ready to go,” Mason said. “Clare is saying goodbye to Paisley, and Robert is smooching Amelia.”

“Smooching? That’s the last word I’d use,” Theresa said.

“Whatever you want to call it, they’re doing it,” Mason said, stuffing a piece of leftover chicken into his mouth.

“Stop that!” Susan cried. “Let me warm you up a plate.”

“No time,” Mason said in between mouthfuls. “It’s time to go.”

“He’s right,” Frank said. “Time’s not on our side. I want to get a move on.”

Theresa nodded, all jokes forgotten. “I’ll be right there.”

She grabbed her clipboard, pen, and radio and jogged downstairs. After unlocking the storeroom, Frank replaced the guns used during the lesson and issued checked, loaded guns to each team member going out. “Remember what I taught you. Be careful.”

“Yes, Sir,” Mason said, echoed by the rest.

Theresa watched it all from a distance, only offering advice when needed. Now that the time had come, she felt reluctant to let them leave. They were her family. Her friends. She didn’t want anything to happen to them, especially on her watch.

“We’ll be fine. They’ll be fine,” Frank said, sensing her distress.

“Will they?” Theresa asked. “What if I’m sending you all to your deaths?”

“No one can predict what will happen. All we can do is prepare as best we can,” Frank said. “You did your best, and so did I. The rest is up to them.”

“You’re right, but that doesn’t make it easier,” she said, raising one hand in farewell as everyone left the garage.

She waited until the door slammed shut before she went back upstairs. There was still much to be done. Inventory. Research. Organization. Everything she was good at. She wanted nothing more than to be out there with her family, fighting tooth and nail for what they believed. That was not her story, however. It was theirs, and she had to trust that they would see it through. Good luck and Godspeed, everyone.








  
  
  Chapter 8 - Clare

  
  




“Here, this should fit you. It’s an old set of Ruby’s,” Robert said, pulling out a complete firefighters outfit.

“Thanks,” Clare said, slipping off her shoes. Dressed in a pair of tights, socks, and a t-shirt, she pulled on the gear Robert handed her. First the pants, then the boots, then the jacket. Finally, she placed the helmet on her head and secured it.

“How does it feel?” Robert asked.

“Not too bad. Just heavy,” Clare said.

“You’ll get used to it,” Robert said, checking her helmet’s straps.

“Try doing fire drills in this stuff,” Mason said. 

“I’d rather not,” Clare said, stomping around the garage. “I feel like a Sasquatch.”

“You look like one, too,” Mason said with a grin.

Clare pulled a face.

“Take these,” Robert said, handing her a pair of gloves. “And zip up that jacket to the chin. The less flesh you’ve got exposed, the harder it’ll be for the zombies to get you.”

“They can’t bite through these suits, right?” Clare said, hefting her fire ax with gloved hands.

“No, but it hurts like hell,” Robert said. “I still have a couple of nasty bruises from the bites I got.”

“I know what you mean,” Mason said with a shudder.

“Yeah, well. Jumping out of a window with a hose wrapped around your middle isn’t a grand idea either,” Clare said, rubbing her torso. “I swear I cracked a few ribs. The painkillers Ruby gave me only take the edge off.”

“We’ve all been through the meatgrinder,” Mason replied, running one hand over the stitched cut on his forehead.

“At least you still have all of your fingers,” Robert said. “Unlike Rick.”

“Good point,” Mason said.

“Not to interrupt your pity party, but please remember that using your guns will be impossible while wearing gloves,” Theresa said, pointing to the handguns each sported on their belts. 

“What’s the point of carrying a gun then?” Clare asked.

“It’s your last resort. The noise will only draw more of them, and we need to conserve our ammunition,” Theresa pointed out. 

“Theresa is right. Use the ax. If you get in a solid blow, it’s quick, efficient, and quiet,” Robert said. “Plus, there’s four of us, and we’ll have each others’ backs. Right?”

“Right,” Mason said.

“What if I lose the gloves?” Clare asked.

“Yeah, we don’t have to wear them,” Elijah agreed.

“Remember Rick?” Robert said.

“Fine. The gloves stay,” Elijah said.

“What about you, guys?” Clare asked, looking at Frank and his fellow officers. “Aren’t you wearing any gear?”

“I prefer to have a full range of motion and easy access to my gun,” Frank said. “While the office block will most likely be empty, I doubt the same can be said of the warehouse.”

“Why do you say that?” Clare asked, frowning.

“Office staff work office hours. They’d have gone home by the time the worst hit. The pandemic only hit the city center around late afternoon,” Frank said.

“Besides, if any of them had family, they’d bail the minute they heard about the shit going down,” Leo said. “Nobody will stick it out at work while their family’s in danger.”

“Huh. I didn’t consider that,” Clare said, thinking it over. What he said made sense, but it also made their preparations feel like overkill. “So, what if there aren’t any zombies?”

“Then our job just got a lot easier,” Robert said. 

“Maybe, but it also got a lot more boring,” Clare muttered. While being ripped to pieces by a horde of infected terrified her, she looked forward to action. It would relieve some of the nervous tension coiled within her chest, ready to lash out at anyone or anything.

“All of that is good and well, but it doesn’t mean you won’t run into trouble. You still have to get there, and who knows what or who is lurking inside that office. Be careful,” Theresa said. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Robert said, throwing each group member a pointed look. “You heard the lady.”

“The same goes for you three,” Theresa said, looking at Frank, Leo, and Sarah.

“We’ll be careful, ma’am,” Frank said.

“What about you lot? Are you ready for this?” Theresa asked, looking at the third and last group: George, Benjamin, Timothy, and Mike. They were likewise dressed in full gear and carrying guns and axes. 

“We’re ready,” George affirmed. “We’ll start on the corner next to the warehouse and work our way around the block.”

“Yours is probably the most dangerous job,” Frank said. “As soon as we’re done with the warehouse, we’ll join you.”

“Same here,” Robert said.

“And if any of you need help, radio it in,” Theresa said, pointing at each team leader’s radios on their belt.

“Got it,” Robert said, patting his hip.

“Ruby, Ellen, Rick, and Susan will stand by to assist you should you need it,” Theresa added.

“Sounds good. Now can we get going, please?” Clare said, jumping from one foot to the other.

“Eager beaver,” Mason said, rolling his eyes.

Clare stuck her tongue out at him, but the effect was lost with the helmet.

“Have you all said your goodbyes?” Theresa asked.

“Morbid question, but yes,” Robert said, waving to Amelia, who watched the proceedings from the top of the stairs. She waved back, her smile a little shaky.

“Ruby read me my rights,” Elijah said. “I have the right to return home in one piece and free from infection. I have the right to be extra careful. I do not have the right to be a hero, take any risks, or die.”

Everyone laughed, lightening the atmosphere.

“Alright. Let’s go,” Theresa said, giving the go-ahead.

“Look alive, people,” Robert said.

The garage doors opened with a ponderous groan, and everyone readied for action. Boots shuffled, axes lifted, heads swiveled, and buttocks clenched.

Clare sucked in a deep breath, her gaze fixed on the opening. At any moment, she expected a horde of infected to come howling through the gap with bloodshot eyes and bared teeth. When nothing happened, she shifted, suddenly uncertain. “Uh, what’s happening?”

“Nothing’s happening,” Mason said. 

“That’s the problem,” Clare replied, nonplussed.

“Well, the street did look clear from above earlier,” Elijah said. 

“Like clear clear?” Clare asked.

“Let me get a closer look,” Robert said. He walked forward and peered outside. First one way, then the other. “It’s empty. Nobody’s there.”

“Well, that was anti-climactic,” Benjamin said, echoing what they all thought.

“Tell me about it,” Clare said.

“Don’t sound so disappointed,” Mason said.

“Get going, people. Time waits for no man,” Theresa said, waving them off. 

“Follow me,” Robert cried, jogging out into the open.

Clare stuck close on his heels, shadowed by Elijah and Mason.

Frank, Leo, and Sarah took off in the opposite direction and headed toward the warehouse while George’s group angled across the street.

The place was quiet as they dashed toward the office block next door. Too quiet for what should’ve been a busy morning in the middle of the week. An alleyway between the station and the office loomed on their right, dark and threatening. A rat scurried among the rubbish that clogged the narrow aisle, emboldened by the lack of people.

Clare studied the building as they neared the entrance. It was a square structure made of face-brick with rows of tinted windows gazing onto the street. A flat roof and gutters painted off-white finished the picture. Bland was the first word that jumped to mind, and she was glad she didn’t work there.

Robert ran up the steps to the entrance and tested the door. When it opened without a hitch, he paused. “Ready, guys?”

“Go ahead,” Mason said.

Robert dashed inside, his ax held ready to strike. Clare followed, her mouth dry and her heart jumpy. Once inside, she whirled in every direction, looking for danger. When nothing jumped out at her, she slowly lowered the ax and looked around. 

The reception was empty except for a desk bolted to the far wall, a monitor, a couple of waiting chairs, a side table with a stack of magazines, and a rather sad-looking pot plant in the corner.

“Anybody home?” Robert called in a low voice.

Silence.

“I’ll check behind the desk,” Clare offered.

She edged toward the marble counter and peered over the edge. A moldy, half-eaten salad sat next to a cold cup of coffee. Lipstick married the cup’s rim, and a crumpled serviette lay to the side. 

The desk was clean and tidy except for a fine layer of dust, the first signs of abandonment. A diary lay next to the keyboard, and she reached for it with one hand.

“Careful,” Mason said.

Clare sighed. “There’s no one here. I’m just checking their appointments on the day it all went to hell.”

She flipped through the pages, backtracking until she found the correct date. Running her finger down the page, she noted, “All of the appointments are marked off until lunchtime. The last ones never showed.”

“Never showed up or got eaten?” Mason asked.

“They probably got munched.” Clare turned away from the desk. “And it looks like whoever worked here left in a major hurry.”

“It makes sense. He or she—” 

“She wore lipstick,” Clare interrupted.

“Okay then. She probably got a phone call and hoofed it out of here,” Mason said. “It explains why the door was unlocked, and the alarm wasn’t on.”

“Let’s hurry. The sooner we clear it out, the sooner we can move people in,” Robert said.

“Hear, hear,” Clare said, remembering her struggle to get into the bathroom that morning. She’d thought her bladder would burst. Not to mention sharing a bed with Paisley. While the kid was cute, she was a restless sleeper and prone to nightmares.

“Yes, but don’t be stupid,” Elijah warned. “If we miss something, a closet or storage space, anything, it could cost us later.”

Robert sighed. “He’s right. As much as we want to get this done, we must be thorough. Look everywhere, and I mean everywhere.”

“Okey dokey,” Clare said, checking behind and under the desk once more. “Nobody here.”

“Alright. Follow me,” Robert said.

Sticking close to each other, they searched the rest of the ground floor. There wasn’t much to see: A few offices, a set of bathrooms, a janitor’s closet, a storeroom, and a kitchen. Each room contained the barest amount of furniture, blinds covered the windows, and fluorescent bulbs shone on the tiled floors. Only the offices sported carpets, a small blessing considering these would be converted into bedrooms, and winter was on its way.

There was air conditioning and central heating, but Clare doubted they’d ever be able to use it once the power went off. Only an industrial-sized generator could power something like that, and any fuel they had would run out sooner rather than later.

As for supplies, besides cleaning products and stationery, the floor yielded little they could use. Even the kitchen was bare, containing only coffee, milk, sugar, tea, and somebody’s packet of leftover chips.

“Well, that was a bust,” Clare said, closing the fridge door. “Might as well check the next floor, but I’m pretty sure no one’s here. If any survivors or zombies were lurking about, they’d have heard us by now.”

“True, but don’t let your guard down,” Robert cautioned. “You never know.”

“I know,” Clare said, though she privately thought he was exaggerating.

Still, she kept her grip on her ax firm and her attention sharp as they made their way up the stairs toward the second floor. Their footsteps echoed through the space, and a shiver ran down her spine. “Is it just me, or is this place a little spooky.”

“It sure is,” Mason said, flashing her a mocking grin. “It’s probably haunted by the spirits of depressed clerks, overworked secretaries, and mean bosses.”

“Oh, shut up, will you,” she replied.

“Not a chance,” Mason replied.

“Shut up, both of you,” Elijah said in a testy voice. “I want to hear if something’s coming for me.”

“Let me make it easy for you,” Clare replied, hitting the railing with her ax. The sound rattled throughout the space, echoing up and down the stairwell. “Hello! Anybody home!”

“Clare, stop that!” Robert cried.

“Why? If there’s anything up there, I’d rather know now while I’m still able to make a run for it.”

“What about having my back?” Mason said with a wounded look.

“If there’s a ton of zombies up there, you’re on your own, Bro,” Clare said.

“Shut up and listen,” Robert roared. “Now that you’ve run the dinner bell, let’s hear it.”

Silence fell as each held their breath, their ears strained for the slightest noise. The seconds passed slowly, each one longer than the last. Tick, tick, tick.

Finally, Robert broke the silence. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

They climbed the remaining stairs and emerged onto the second floor. It was much the same as the bottom, except for a large room filled with tiny cubicles. The kind that stuffed people in like sardines and sucked the souls from their bodies. 

Clare picked her way through the stalls, checking for signs of life. She couldn’t help but notice the personal things the former employees had left behind. Items designed to make their days stuck in a teeny weeny box more bearable. Photos, funky pens, hair clips, animal pictures, prickly succulents in tiny pots. Anything to make it feel more like home and less like hell. With a shudder, she checked the last booth and joined the rest. “The floor is clear.”

“So are the bathrooms and offices,” Mason said. 

“I found a ton of toilet paper, creamer, coffee, sugar, and tea in the storerooms. They believed in buying in bulk,” Elijah said.

“That’s good news,” Robert said. “There wasn’t much to be found in the kitchen. I cleared the roof and elevator too.”

“So… is that it?” Clare asked. “Are we done?”

“I guess so,” Robert said. “The last thing we need to do is secure all the entrances and report to Theresa.”

“Great,” Clare said, dragging her feet down to reception. The day hadn’t gone quite like planned, and she felt deflated. While nobody in their right mind wanted zombies, she’d been looking forward to a bit of action—anything to take the edge off. 

“Cheer up, Sis. It’s a good thing that nothing happened,” Mason said once they reached the door.

“I know. It’s just… I hate feeling so wound up,” Clare said. “Hitting something would feel pretty good right about now.”

“You’ll get your chance. The infection isn’t going anywhere, and neither are the infected,” Mason said. “This is the apocalypse, and none of us are getting out alive.”

Suddenly, the radio at Robert’s belt crackled, and everyone froze to the spot. Static sounded, followed by a frantic voice. “Is anyone there? Please respond. Over.”

Clare gripped Mason’s arm. “That was George, wasn’t it?”

Mason nodded. 

“Is anyone there? We need help. Over!”

Robert grabbed his radio and raised it to his lips. “This is Robert. Over.”

“It’s George. We need help. ASAP! Over.”

“Where are you? Over,” Robert asked.

“We’re pinned down on the corner of Maine and High street. Turn left at the warehouse, and go straight to the next crossing. The barricade is under attack. Over.”

“We’re on our way. Over and out,” Robert replied. He shot a look at the rest. “You heard the man. Let’s go!”

“Looks like you’re getting your wish after all,” Mason said.

Clare nodded, but she felt no joy at the words. Not when George and his team were in real danger. It’s true what they say. Be careful what you wish for.








  
  
  Chapter 9 - Leo

  
  




Leo inspected the fence surrounding the property on which the warehouse was built. It was made of concrete topped with barbed wire, and the only entrance was a wrought-iron gate. A thick chain held it shut, closed tight with a padlock.

“How do we get inside?” Sarah asked, craning her head. 

“We climb over the gate,” Leo said.

“Really?” Frank said, eyeing the structure. 

“What else do you propose?” Leo said. 

“I don’t know; it’s just… I’m getting too old for this shit.”

Sarah laughed. “Come on, grandpa. You can do this.”

“Call me grandpa one more time, and you’ll be sorry,” Frank grumbled.

“Tell him, Frank,” Sarah said.

“Are we doing this? Or do we go back to the firehouse with our tails between our legs?” Leo asked.

“We’re doing this,” Sarah declared.

“Ladies first,” Leo said, waving at the gate. 

“Don’t mind if I do,” Sarah said, arms akimbo.

She marched toward the gate, gripped the bars with both hands, and lifted one leg. Straining to reach the first horizontal bar, she bounced around on the other foot while attempting to pull herself up. When that failed, she tried to jump high enough to get a toe on the bar. 

Leo watched the entire affair with great amusement. “Need help?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Sarah replied through gritted teeth.

“Are you sure?”

“Buzz off, Leo.”

Flashing him a mean look, she jumped up with both arms stretched high above her head. She repeated this maneuver several times until even Frank was scratching his head.

“What’s she doing?” he asked. “Trying to grab the top and pull herself over? She too short?”

“You’d think she’d realize that,” Leo replied. “I mean, she’s looked in a mirror, right? She must know she’s not much taller than a pixie.”

“I can hear you,” Sarah cried, whirling around. “And I’ll have you know I’m a full four feet and eight inches tall.”

Leo strove to look impressed. “Really? That tall, huh?”

“Oh, shut up,” she said, pulling a face.

“Alright, I’m sorry,” Leo said, waving the white flag. “Let me give you a boost.”

“No,” she said, her expression mutinous.

“Please?” he said, offering his hands.

“Fine, but you’d better be sorry,” she said, stomping back to the gate. She planted one foot on his interlaced fingers and let him boost her upward. With a thud, she landed on the other side and dusted off her hands. 

Leo turned to Frank with a grin. “Need a boost, grandpa?”

“Next time, I’ll let the zombies eat you,” Frank said with a withering stare.

“Suit yourself,” Leo said, waving at the gate. “Age before beauty.”

“Should I shoot him, Frank?” Sarah offered. “I’d be happy to do it.”

“No, it’ll only draw the zombies down on us. Maybe later when a horde is chasing us,” Frank said. 

“Good call. We can use him to escape,” Sarah said.

“Hey!” Leo protested. “That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?”

“We’ll see about that,” Sarah said, flashing him a wicked grin.

“You’re on,” Leo said, folding his arms across his chest.

“Enough dawdling,” Frank said. He grabbed the top of the gate and climbed over with a grunt. Landing on the other side, he waved at Leo. “Your turn.”

“Coming, grandpa,” Leo said.

“I’m still your sergeant, you know.”

“Sure thing, Sergeant!” 

“You’d better watch yourself,” Frank said. “You’re not too old to get a hiding.”

“As long as it’s not the kind my old man used to give me with his leather belt,” Leo said. “Now that was a proper hiding.” 

He grabbed the top of the gate and levered himself up. As he swung his legs over to the other side, he heard a wild yell.

“We’ve got company!” It was Sarah.

Leo looked in the direction she pointed, still hovering above the ground. He spotted two figures running toward them, each moving with the awkward shamble he’d come to recognize in the infected. “Ah, shit.”

“Move your ass, Leo,” Frank said, yanking the ax from his belt.

They’d decided earlier to carry hand weapons in addition to their guns. Making a lot of noise was a concern, and they didn’t want to draw the entire city down on them. Sarah carried a tactical shotgun, however. The same one that used to sit in the trunk of Leo’s squad car. It was there should they need some serious stopping power.

Leo dropped to the ground and scrambled for his ax. He got it out seconds before the howling infected reached them, and he swung at the nearest one. The blow was a complete miss. Over balancing, he toppled forward and got a mouthful of gravel. “Argh.”

“Leo, watch out!” Sarah cried.

He looked up through a film of dust, struggling to get his bearings. A pair of boots appeared before him, and they danced across the earth like a dancer’s feet. Twak! Thud!

A body collapsed to the ground mere feet away, and he stared into the decaying face of a zombie. An ax stuck out from its skull, and a dainty hand reached down to yank it free. Metal grated on bone, and clotted black blood spewed from the wound.

Leo gagged as the scent of rotten meat and copper pennies coated his nose and mouth lining. Another body hit the ground, and he stared at the horror of its face. One half looked like it had been chewed off by rats, while the other half looked perfectly normal.

“On your feet, Officer,” Frank said, hauling Leo upright by the arm.

“Thanks,” Leo said, staring at the corpses. Both wore uniforms, and he guessed they were security guards. 

“Check their pockets,” Sarah said.

Leo grimaced. “What for?”

“They might have the keys to the warehouse,” Sara said. “You don’t seriously think the place is just wide open?”

“Er… you get it,” Leo hedged, not wanting to get closer to the stink.

“Fine, I’ll do it, you big baby,” she said, dropping to her haunches. 

“I’m not a baby. I just don’t like the smell,” he protested.

“Whatever.” With deft fingers, she searched both bodies. 

“Ugh,” Leo said, backing up.

“Aha. Found them!” she said. Dangling from her fingers was a bunch of keys glinting silver in the light. 

“Good work,” Frank said, joining her. With swift movements, he removed the security guards’ holsters, handguns, and batons. One belt got stuck, the buckle hooked on a button, and he gave it a hard pull. When it refused to budge, he yanked it free with a grunt.

The security guard, a chubby specimen, rocked back and forth. A squelching sound emitted from the corpse, followed by a hiss as rotting gasses escaped the body.

“Oh, man. That’s ripe!” Sarah cried, scrambling away on her hands and knees. 

“Not so tough, after all,” Leo crowed. Then the awful stench hit him in the face, and his legs turned to jelly. “Holy shit, that’s bad.”

He stumbled away from the scene, his eyes burning and his senses in full revolt. Vomit rushed up his throat, and he emptied the contents of his stomach into a nearby clump of bushes. Sarah wasn’t far behind, gagging and choking onto the concrete. 

It took several minutes for the smell to dissipate with the breeze and their nausea to subside. Finally, Leo stopped hurling. Straightening up, he wiped his mouth and shook his head. “That… was something else.”

“Haven’t you ever smelled decomp before?” Frank asked, still standing next to the corpse. His expression was blank, and he stared at them with raised eyebrows. 

“Of course, I have, but—”

“But what?” Frank asked. “When a person dies, the body produces certain gasses as the organic matter breaks down and liquefies.”

“Liquefies? Ugh!” The sound came from Sarah, and she gagged a few more times for good measure.

Frank sighed, shook his head, and walked away. “They sure don’t make them like they used to. You two coming, or what?”

“Coming,” Leo said, giving the bodies a wide berth.

Sarah stumbled after them, her face pale.

“Are you okay?” Leo asked.

“Are you?” she replied, tossing him a bleary-eyed look.

“No,” he admitted with a shudder.

“Me neither,” she said with a shudder.

“Move it, kiddies. We don’t have all day,” Frank said. 

“Do you think he’s even human?” Sarah asked.

“I’m not so sure anymore,” Leo replied. 

“He must be a freaking robot.”

“Maybe. One thing’s for sure; he has an iron stomach,” Leo said.

Frank flashed them an amused look. “I’ve smelled worse.”

“Seriously? I don’t know how anything could be worse than that,” Sarah said.

“Trust me. It can,” Frank said. “Now stop yapping and pay attention to your surroundings. Where there’s two infected, there might be more.”

“Okay, okay,” Leo conceded. “We’ll pay attention.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sarah added, straightening up.

Together, they followed the pathway toward the warehouse, heading to the reception area. An empty parking lot abutted the office, and faded signage loomed overhead—BT-something imports and exports.  

A security gate and a door formed the entrance, and Frank paused. “Keys, please.”

Sarah handed him the bunch. 

After trying a few, he discovered the correct one and unlocked the gate, followed by the door. Looking at Leo and Sarah, he said, “Ready?”

“Go ahead,” Sarah said, raising her ax.

He cracked open the door, and a blast of stale air escaped the room.

Leo took a deep whiff. “I don’t smell anything rotten.”

“Doesn’t mean there’s nothing in there. Or no one,” Frank said. With his knuckles, he rapped on the door. “Hello? Anyone in there?”

When nothing happened, he pushed the door all the way. Curious, Leo stepped forward, flanked by Sarah. 

The interior was dim. Only a faint sliver of light shone through the shuttered blinds. A desk, chair, and monitor stood in the corner, and a bench lined the other wall. A closed door on the far side of the room led to a mystery destination. Probably the warehouse itself.

After a quick look around, Frank entered the reception. He checked behind the desk and in all the corners before waving at Leo and Sarah. “Come on in. It’s empty.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty obvious,” Leo said, stepping inside.

He placed the guns and batons he’d taken from the security guards on the counter. “We can retrieve this later. For now, I want both my hands free.”

“Good thinking,” Leo said, looking around. “What a crappy office. I’m glad I don’t work here.”

“Me too,” Sarah agreed. “It’s much more fun chasing bad guys.”

“Used to. Now we’re chasing zombies,” Leo said.

“Maybe we’re lucky, and there aren’t any here,” Sarah said.

“When was the last time we had any luck?” Leo countered. 

“Good point,” Sarah said.

“She might be right,” Frank said.

“Why do you say that?” Leo asked.

Frank waved a file at them. “These are the employees’ timesheets. They all punched out at four on the day of the apocalypse, including the receptionist.”

“Are you sure?” Leo asked.

“Dead sure. There’s no overtime marked either,” Frank said. 

“The parking lot outside is empty,” Sarah pointed out. 

“Yeah, and the gates were locked. So was the office,” Frank continued.

“The two guards probably arrived in time for the night shift,” Sarah said. “Maybe one of them was infected. During the night, he turned and attacked the other one.”

“Makes sense,” Leo said.

“It does, but we’d better make sure,” Frank countered.

“Alright. Let’s get to it then,” Leo said.

“Ladies first,” Sarah said, waltzing toward the far door. She tested the handle. “It’s locked.”

Frank tossed her the keys, and she ran through the lot until she found the right one. After unlocking the door, she slowly opened it and peeked through. After a few seconds, she looked at Leo and Frank. “It looks clear, but it’s pretty dark inside.”

“The light switch must be somewhere around here,” Frank said. After a few seconds, he pointed to a panel behind the door. “Over there.”

“Let me.” Leo flipped the switches.

The warehouse lit up like a Christmas tree, revealing row upon row of wooden pallets, plastic-wrapped boxes, and containers. Three forklifts were parked to the side, and not a sound came from the cavernous interior. Nothing but the buzz of electricity from the fluorescent light bulbs overhead and the quiet hum of the air cons.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pretty sure the place is deserted,” Leo said after looking around.

Frank walked to the nearest forklift and banged his ax on the metal frame. The sound echoed throughout the space, impossible to miss. It sang through the air like a siren’s call, and they waited with bated breath for the result. When nothing happened, he shrugged. “Let’s give it a quick walk-through anyway.”

“Lead the way,” Leo said, waving a hand. 

Frank strode ahead with Sarah close on his heels. Leo hung back a few steps, his sharp gaze missing nothing. Apart from a thin layer of dust, there was nothing to indicate anything ordinary. The former employees had done their jobs, finished for the day, and locked up before leaving the premises.

The aisles were neat, the containers were stacked properly, and the floor was clear. A couple of metal bay doors led to a loading dock at the back of the building and a small rec room catered to the employees during their lunch. It wasn’t much, just an office with a tiny kitchen and a couple of bathrooms, all empty. After a quick but thorough search, they reconvened in the reception.

“Well, that’s that,” Leo said, resting his hands on his hips.

“Yeah, that was easy. Too easy,” Sarah said.

“Don’t jinx it,” Leo said. “That’s the last thing we need right now.”

“Sorry,” Sarah said. 

“Guess we can head back now.”

“Yeah, let me just grab the manifest,” Sarah said. “It’ll tell us what’s in here.”

“Good thinking,” Frank said. “It should save us a lot of time and effort.”

“Exactly,” Sarah replied with a bright smile. She danced toward the file cabinet but paused when a burst of static filled the air. It came from Frank’s radio, which shattered the fragile peace like glass.

“Is anyone there? Please respond. Over.”

Leo frowned. “That voice sounds familiar.” 

Frank nodded. 

“Is anyone there? We need help. Over!”

“This is Robert. Over.”

“It’s George. We need help. ASAP! Over.”

“Where are you? Over,” Robert asked.

“We’re pinned down on the corner of Maine and High street. Turn left at the warehouse, and go straight to the next crossing. The barricade is under attack. Over.”

“We’re on our way. Over and Out.”

The radio went silent, and Leo looked from Frank to Sarah. “George and his crew are in trouble, and we’re the closest. Closer than Robert’s group anyway.”

Frank nodded. “Let’s move. On the double.”

He ran for the exit with Leo and Sarah close behind. As they crossed the open ground, Leo looked at Sarah. “You just had to do it.”

“What?” she asked with a look of confusion.

“You jinxed it. I told you not to jinx it.”

“Sorry,” she said, flashing him an apologetic look. “I won’t do it again.”

“You’d better not,” he replied. 

As Leo threw himself at the gate, he wondered what they were facing. It couldn’t be good. Not with a horde of infected in the picture. It reminded him of the close calls they’d had and failed attempts to rescue family and friends. All dead now because they were unprepared for the sheer masses of undead that swarmed the city. They were green and inexperienced, and it cost them dearly.

Sarah’s family.

Fellow officers.

The families of fellow officers.

All gone.

The only people they’d managed to save found them. They were survivors themselves, prepared to fight for their lives. The guilt of their failure weighed heavily upon him, just like it weighed on Frank and Sarah. He’d seen the look in Frank’s eyes, and he’d heard Sarah sobbing at night when she thought no one could hear. We can’t fail again. Not this time. This time, we have to defeat the undead and save our community.








  
  
  Chapter 10 - George

  
  




After a final wave at the firehouse and its people, George marched down the street, followed by Timothy, Benjamin, and Mike. He was proud that Theresa had allowed him to lead the team. After all, it was a dangerous mission, and she could’ve asked for someone more experienced. But he felt he’d proven his mettle after escaping the zombie horde on foot on day one and by raiding the pharmacy.

He had a good team, too. Mike was a tough guy and courageous. A fighter. Benjamin was reliable, and Timothy was loyal. A tad overeager, perhaps, but enthusiastic. As long as he kept himself in check and didn’t run off on his own, he would be fine.

Behind him, Robert and his team headed toward the office block while Frank’s group peeled off toward the warehouse. Within minutes, they were alone, and the streets of Burlington lay spread out before them. Well, maybe not all of Burlington. Just their small corner of paradise.

George slowed and pulled the ax from his belt as they approached the first barricade. The road formed a T-junction with the warehouse on the left-hand side and the firehouse behind. The barrier blocked the road to the right and was a simple construction: A hastily assembled row of cars abandoned by their former owners. 

The firefighters had parked them across the street in a straight row to deter zombies from wandering toward the fire station. They’d also drained the fuel and flattened the tires to make it tough to move them. Only the middle car remained untouched, and the keys were in the ignition. That allowed them to move it out of the way for the fire trucks to pass through—a gate of sorts.

George inspected the barricade with wary eyes. He walked up and down the row of cars, bending down to check underneath their chassis’. After a few seconds, he shook his head and backed up.

“What’s wrong?” Benjamin asked.

“Nothing’s wrong, but it won’t hold under attack,” George replied.

“No, it won’t,” Mike agreed.

“Why not?” Timothy asked. 

“It’ll stop casual zombies. The kind that’s just wandering around, but if they spot something on the other side, they’ll climb over or even crawl underneath.”

“So, what do we do?” Timothy asked.

“We need to block the gaps and make it higher,” George said.

“If we could get the material, it shouldn’t be too hard,” Mike agreed with a nod. “Maybe post a guard or two.”

“Do we have enough people for that?” George said. “We’d have to post them at every barricade and rotate them out regularly.”

“Yeah, that won’t work,” Mike said with a head shake.

“What about snipers?” Timothy suggested. “We could place them on the roofs at strategic points. That will allow them to keep an eye on any incoming infected. One guard could cover several entry points.”

“Good thinking,” George said. “If we had any snipers.”

“I’m sure the police officers can help,” Mike said. “And they had two reservists in their group.

“I’m pretty good with a rifle,” Timothy said. “I spent a lot of time hunting with my dad as a boy, and there have to be others. We just need to ask around the station.”

“Alright,” George said, making a mental note. “Remember that for later.”

“Will do,” Timothy said.

“What’s next?” Benjamin asked.

“We go up here past the warehouse to the next crossing and set up another barricade,” George said, pointing to the left. “Follow me.”

He walked in the direction he’d pointed and gazed at the warehouse and its entrance. Neither Frank nor his fellow officers were in sight, and he supposed they were inside the building already. I hope they make it out alright.

However, that wasn’t something he could afford to worry about while he was on his mission. Especially when he had people under his wing. They relied on him to get them home safe and sound, and he was determined to do precisely that. 

Once they reached the next T-junction, George looked around. On the right and forming the head of the T was a brick wall. It surrounded a lawyer’s office, and greenery showed over the top. To the left, the road ran up the street. If they followed it and kept turning left, they’d go around the block and back to the station. 

The block included several offices, the warehouse, the firehouse, a couple of small shops, a clinic, a barbershop, Lennie’s bakery, and a fuel station. That was the block Theresa wanted to cordon off. A solid plan if they could manage to secure all the incoming roads and crossings. Like the one, they faced now.

“Okay, let’s get a move on,” George commanded. “Mike, check those cars over there. Benjamin, you take that side of the street. Timothy and I will check over there.”

“Okay,” Mike said.

“See you,” Benjamin added. 

George set his sights on a minibus and jogged over, ax raised and ready. Timothy stuck close to his heels, so close he could almost feel the young man’s breath on the back of his neck. “Hey, Tim. Back up a little. Personal space and all that.”

“Sorry,” Timothy said with a sheepish grin. 

“Cover me,” George said once they reached the vehicle. 

He tried the handle, and the door swung open faster than expected. A body toppled out, hissing and screeching with fury. George leaped backward, and a woman landed at his feet. She struck like a cobra, and her teeth sank deep into his leg.

George screamed, pain lancing up the limb to scream through his nerve-endings. He lashed out with his boot, trying to shake her off, but she refused to let go. “Argh, shit, that hurts. Get off, you freaking cannibal!”

A blade flashed past George’s face, whistling through the air. The blade sunk into the woman’s skull with a thunk, and she stiffened. After a few seconds, her body slackened, and her jaw loosened. 

Relieved, George pulled free and hopped around on one leg while rubbing the affected area with one hand. “Holy hell, that’s sore. It feels like a piranha got hold of me.”

“Did she get you?” Timothy asked, his expression worried.

“Huh?” George asked, and he stopped dancing around.

“Did she get through your uniform?” Timothy said.

A dash of ice water ran through George’s veins, and he bent over to check. The material was damp and covered in saliva, but it was also intact. His shin would bruise, but he was fine. “I’m okay. She didn’t get through.”

Timothy sighed with relief. “Phew. I almost thought I’d have to chop off your leg.”

“What?” George said.

“Chop off my leg? Like hell, you will.”

Timothy shrugged. “It worked for Rick.”

“Screw Rick,” George said. “Nobody’s cutting off my leg. Or any other part of me, for that matter.”

“Okay, but don’t blame me when you start drooling and craving meat,” Timothy said. 

“Shut up and help me check,” George said.

Together, they searched the vehicle and determined it was empty besides the zombie driver. The back was filled with kiddies’ party supplies, including decorations, sweets, snacks, cold drinks, and juices.

“Once we’ve cleared the block and set up all the barricades, we should come back for this stuff. I’m sure we’ll find useful stuff just sitting in these cars,” George said.

“There will be a lot of stuff inside the buildings, too,” Timothy agreed.

“Once we clear them of zombies,” George said.

“Right.” 

“Let me get this minibus into position,” George said. He climbed behind the wheel while Timothy dragged the zombie woman’s corpse aside. After parking the vehicle smack dab in the middle of the street, he jumped out and approached the next car. Benjamin and Mike all joined in, driving past in their vehicles. They had little trouble with the infected. Most of the cars were abandoned, and they made little noise. Soon, they had the entire crossing blocked off, with the minibus acting as a makeshift gate. 

“What about the tires?” Mike asked. “Do we blow them out like the other lot? It seems like a waste.”

“No, we were in a rush to get something up with that first barricade,” George said. “I’d rather come back later and take the wheels off. Who knows when they might come in handy?”

“Or when we might need emergency rides,” Mike said.

“Exactly,” George said. “Let’s leave them like this for now.”

“What’s next?” Timothy asked. 

“We move on to the next street crossing and block it off,” George said. “Once we’ve got the whole block cordoned off, we go home.”

“Sounds good to me,” Timothy said.

“Let’s go,” Mike added.

“Coming?” George asked Benjamin, who loitered on the other side of the barrier.

“Huh? Sorry, I’m coming,” Benjamin replied. He jumped up on the hood of a car and slid over. As he did, he activated the car alarm, and it went off. The sound blared throughout the entire block, loud and clear.

“Oh, shit!” Benjamin cried.

“Shut it off, damn it!” Mike added.

George scrambled for the driver’s side and yanked open the door. The keys dangled in the ignition, and he grabbed the immobilizer. A push of the button, and the alarm ceased to blast into his ears.

With a sigh of relief, he slumped over the wheel. “Thank God. Next time, remember to check for car alarms and disconnect the damn things.”

“Good point,” Mike said, his expression strained.

“Um, George?” Benjamin said, his voice tentative.

“Yes?” George asked, feeling more than a little testy.

“We’ve got company,” Benjamin said. “Not the nice kind either.”

George jumped out and looked around. “Where?”

“Over there,” Benjamin said, pointing past the barricade.

George squinted into the distance and immediately spotted a group of people headed their way. They moved fast but with the grace of hamstrung oxen, and he knew as well as Benjamin did that they were zombies.

“Ah, damn it. Just what we needed,” George said, slamming one hand to his forehead.

“I’m sorr—” Benjamin began.

“Shut it. There will be time for that later,” George said. “Assuming we’re still alive.”  

“That’s not the only problem we’ve got,” Mike said.

“What now?” George asked.

“Over there,” Mike said, pointing in a different direction. Another crowd of infected were moving their way, and they were much closer than the first bunch.

“And there,” Timothy added. 

George turned, looking around to assess the severity of the situation. His eyes fell upon the barbershop, and he spotted two figures banging on the front windows from the inside. Another slammed on the door, probably the barber judging by his white overcoat, and the clear glass shuddered beneath his blows. It wouldn’t hold for long.

A small group shuffled from a nearby alley, their eyes bloodshot and hungry, while three more emerged from Lennie’s bakery. One fell out of a car further up the street and struggled to its feet. Within moments, it joined the gathering mob.

“We’re in for it now, boys,” George said, his heart sinking into his boots. They were surrounded, and the only way to the station was blocked by a dozen infected. Thanks for ringing the dinner bell, Benjamin.

“Can we run back to the station?” Mike asked.

“Not with them in the way,” George replied, pointing to a knot of zombies that cut off their escape.

“We could fight our way through,” Timothy said.

“Yeah, there can’t be more than a dozen or so,” Mike agreed.

“I guess it’s our only shot,” George said. “I’d rather face that bunch than the rest of the block.”

“Guns?” Mike asked.

“Not yet. Let’s not draw the rest of the city down on us too,” George said. “Keep the guns for last.”

“Ax it is,” Mike said, wielding his weapon.

“Benjamin, Timothy, are you up for it,” George said.

“Right behind you,” Timothy said with a nod.

“I won’t let you down,” Benjamin added.

“Let’s do this.” Brandishing his ax, George stormed the zombies. With an overhanded blow, he caved in the nearest infected’ head. The creature collapsed at his feet, but another immediately took its place.

It tripped over the corpse of the first zombie, and it fell to the ground. Mike stomped on its neck with one boot, and George crushed its skull with a chop of the ax. Blood coated his boots, and the stench of decay hit his nostrils like a hammer blow.

Benjamin darted past him and collided with a running zombie. The infected was bowled off its feet, and a single blow ended its struggles. Then two more swarmed across him like locusts, pulling him to the ground by sheer weight. “Help me!”

“I’m coming,” George cried.

But Timothy got to Benjamin first. He hacked at the nearest zombie and booted the other away. Offering a hand, he hauled Benjamin to his feet, and they finished off the two infected for good. 

George nodded with approval and attacked the next snarling figure that blocked his path. He hacked into the man’s neck, severing flesh and tendons. Blood ran from the gash, thick, black, and sluggish. Some of it splattered onto his helmet’s vizor, hampering his sight. He wiped at it with a gloved hand, making it worse. “Ah, damn it. I can’t see!”

“George, behind you!” Benjamin yelled.

“What the—?” A rough hand gripped his shoulder and pulled. Instead of resisting, he gave in and pushed back. Caught off-balance, the zombie went down, taking George with him. As they hit the ground, another hand gripped his arm.

“It’s me, Benjamin.”

Relieved, George got to his feet and wiped at the blood on his vizor. The stuff refused to budge, and he wheeled around like a drunkard, unable to see. Something hit him a terrific blow, and he barely stayed on his feet. His ax clanged to the road, and he knew he had no choice. Unclipping the helmet, he tossed it aside. 

A zombie grabbed him by the collar, its teeth snapping at his exposed flesh. As if they knew he was vulnerable, the rest converged on him, and he found himself surrounded. Desperate to escape the hands, teeth, and fingers that threatened to tear him limb from limb, he dropped to the ground, rolled sideways, and darted through a gap on his hands and knees.

George emerged from the crowd with a deep gasp, the air untainted by death. A glance showed him that the number of infected they fought had doubled, and more poured in from every direction. He ran toward his teammates and waved them back to the second barricade. “Follow me. There’s too many of them.”

Mike, Benjamin, and Timothy dashed after to the minibus, and they reached it within seconds. George slammed into its side and pressed his back to the smooth metal. Reaching for the radio at his belt, he said. “Keep them off me while I radio for help.”

“Can we use our guns now?” Mike asked, red-faced and out of breath. 

“Go ahead. The whole damn city is here anyway,” George said, waving at him.

Placing the radio to his lips, he cried, “Is anyone there? Please respond. Over.” When no one replied, he tried again. “Is anyone there? We need help. Over!”

“This is Robert. Over.”

“It’s George. We need help. ASAP! Over,” George replied, sagging with relief.

“Where are you? Over,” Robert asked.

“We’re pinned down on the corner of Maine and High street. Turn left at the warehouse, and go straight to the next crossing. The barricade is under attack. Over.”

“We’re on our way. Over and Out,” Robert replied.

“You heard the man. They’re on their way,” George said, clipping the radio back onto his belt. “All we need to do is stay alive until they get here.”

“Well, I’m not dying today,” Mike said.

“Me neither,” Benjamin cried. “Ruby would kill me.”

“I have to taste my grandma’s oatmeal cookies one more time,” Timothy said, his copper curls shining in the sun.

“Now I want to taste them too,” George said, taking his gun from its holster. “They’re that good?”

“You’d better believe it,” Timothy said, taking an infected down with a well-aimed shot.

“Let’s live to find out,” George said, snapping off several shots. Then he remembered what Frank had taught him earlier, and he took a proper stance. Aiming at the nearest bobbing head, he breathed out, focused, and waited until the grinning face filled his vision. With a squeeze, he pulled the trigger. The zombie’s head snapped back, blood and brains spewing from the bullet hole. Shock, surprise, and happiness flooded George’s veins. “Yes, I did it!”

“Don’t just shout about it,” Timothy said. “Do it again.”

“Oh, I’m going to.” Stepping forward, George yelled, “Come on, you zombie scum. We’re ready for you!”








  
  
  Chapter 11 - Sarah

  
  




Sarah stepped on Leo’s cupped hands, grabbed the top of the gate, and vaulted over. She hit the ground running and sprinted toward the sound of gunshots in the distance. She had only a rough idea of where George and his team were trapped, but it couldn’t be too hard to find. Just follow the zombies.

Frank and Leo yelled at her to slow down, and she cast a glance over her shoulder. Leo was over the gate, but Frank was not. No surprise there. The old codger was getting a bit creaky in the joints. I can’t believe he wanted to come on this mission alone. How old does he think he is? Twenty?

A giggle escaped her lips. Old or not, Frank was a dear, and she loved him. She especially liked teasing him, if only to see his cheeks turn the color of boiled beetroot.

Right now, however, she had more important things to worry about. Stuff like killing zombies and saving people. Her blood fizzed with rage and excitement, her chest a boiling cauldron of mixed emotions. If she had to guess, she’d bet she needed therapy. Losing one’s entire family to flesh-eating monsters wasn’t conducive to a stable mindset.

The unfairness of it all hit her once more. There was no justice. Not in this life or the next. One moment, she was helping her sister plan her wedding and discussing bridesmaids’ dresses with her mom; the next, they were dead. All of them. Her mother Louise, her sister Amber, and Amber’s fiance Derek.

Sarah tried to banish the images from her mind but failed. They kept popping up at random times, shattering her fragile peace and driving her to madness. 

Red on white. Blood spatters on a bouquet of white roses, a sample sent by the flower shop. It was both beautiful and dreadful. Rasping groans from throats that used to tease her, laugh with her, and share confidences—dead stares from eyes that no longer twinkled with joy or snapped with rage. 

Gone.

Dead.

Frank and Leo took care of them in the end, doing what she couldn’t. They killed the things her family had become and gave them a decent burial. It was more than most people got, but it was hard to feel grateful. Instead, she buried her feelings underneath false cheer.

Grief welled up inside Sarah’s chest. Terrible, raw, aching grief. The kind that made her want to rail at the universe and tear out her hair, but she tamped it down. “Not now. Now I get revenge.”

Killing the infected wasn’t a proper punishment. The zombies were mindless, and they didn’t realize what they were doing. Once they turned, they weren’t human anymore. They were soulless feeding machines. Still, it allowed her to get rid of her pent-up frustration and gave her a sense of purpose. It gave her a reason to live.

Honing in on the nearest zombie, Sarah unleashed her primal rage. It never even saw her coming, focused on reaching its prey: George’s team.

With a backhanded blow, she sliced through its neck with her ax. The keen edge parted the flesh, ligaments, and tendons in one smooth action. The spine wasn’t quite so easy, though, and the blade stuck in the bone. Planting one boot on the infected’s back, she yanked the weapon free and moved on to her next victim. An overhead chop split its skull like a ripe melon, and brains spilled onto the tar below.

“Sarah, slow down,” Leo yelled.

But she ignored him and sprinted toward the next infected. It heard her coming and whirled around with a vicious snarl. It grabbed her arm and pulled her toward its gaping mouth. Ivory teeth stained with rust-red snapped at her flesh, and she shrieked with surprise. Another noticed the tussle and closed in, followed by more. Together, they trapped her inside a circle of death.

Surrounded by the undead, Sarah fought to free herself. She punched one zombie in the jaw, avoiding its broken teeth. The last thing she needed was to split her knuckles on its virus-filled mouth. “A little help here!”

“I told you to wait,” Leo cried, popping up next to her. 

He bulldozed through the crowd, scattering zombies in all directions. Like a whirling dervish, he hacked, sliced, and chopped through skulls, bone, meat, and sinew. Blood coated his hands, arms, and chest. Gobbets of flesh stained his uniform, and red dotted his face.

Sarah took advantage of the situation and danced around the edges picking zombies off one by one. She used her smaller stature to duck into openings, her ax blade slicing through knees and elbows.

Moments later, Frank arrived on the scene, huffing and puffing like a bullfrog. Slow and tired, he settled for Sarah’s leftovers. As she dropped bodies to the ground, he finished them off with powerful hits. Within minutes, they’d cut through the crowd and stood panting inside a circle of death and destruction.

Pausing to catch her breath, Sarah spotted George and his group further up the road. Timothy towered above the rest, and his red hair blazed in the sun like a fiery halo. She remembered him from the morning’s meeting. He was the youngest fireman at the station, grew up on a farm, and knew how to handle a rifle. Most of all, he had a warm smile and a kind manner—her kind of man. “Look. They’re over there.”

“I see them. They’re held up against that minivan,” Leo confirmed.

“That’s a lot of zombies. Where did they all come from?” Frank said, his keen gaze sweeping the area.

“The guns aren’t helping,” Leo said, pointing to the influx of infected from all directions. “It’s drawing more of them.”

“Without their guns, they’d be dead by now, but they’ve got to be low on ammo,” Frank said.

“Yeah, we’d better hurry,” Leo said.

“The road back to the station is clear,” Sarah said. “We can run in, grab them, and hoof it back to the firehouse.”

“Assuming we don’t get swarmed,” Frank said.

“Robert’s team just showed up. They can provide backup,” Sarah said. 

“Good idea,” Frank said. 

“What about the station?” Leo asked. “Someone should tell Theresa what to expect when we get back.”

“I’ll do it,” Frank said, taking the radio from his belt. “Theresa, this is Frank. Over.”

“Go ahead, Frank. Over,” Theresa replied. 

“We’re on our way to rescue George and his group. They’re pinned down. Over,” Frank said.

“I’m aware. Robert’s team is also on the way. Over,” Theresa replied. 

“They’ll assist in the rescue, but be advised; we’re coming in hot. Over,” Frank said.

“Do you need more help? Over.”

“No, we’re good. Throwing more bodies at this will only complicate things,” Frank said. “Just be ready to receive us with hostiles on our heels. Over.”

“Got that. Be careful. Over and out,” Theresa said.

Frank clipped the radio to his belt in time for Robert and his team to arrive.

“Where are they?” Robert asked, wasting no time.

“Pinned down next to that minibus over there,” Frank said, pointing to the vehicle in question. “We’re going in.”

“So are we,” Robert said.

“Alright, but hang back and keep the road to the station clear,” Frank said. “We’ll run in, grab them, and make a run for it.”

“Why you?” Robert protested.

“Because we’re the best shots, and there’s no time to waste.” He waved to Leo and Sarah. “Let go.”

Before Robert could protest, Frank took off with Leo on his heels. Sarah waved at them. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back before you know it. Whoop, whoop!”

“You’re crazy; you know that?” Mason yelled after her.

“My kind of girl!” Clare added. “Go get them.”

Sarah grinned as she took off after Frank and Leo. Keeping pace with Frank was easy, and Leo moderated his strides to allow the group to stick together. The last thing they needed was to get split up.

“Come on, Frank. You can do it,” Sarah cried, urging him on.

“I’m going as fast as I can,” he huffed in reply.

“Not fast enough, grandpa,” Leo taunted. “You too, pixie. I could run circles around both of you.”

“Yeah, right,” Sarah scoffed, but her smile fell away when they reached the first undead stragglers. She slowed, paused long enough to steady her aim, and fired.

Pop, pop, pop.

The infected hit the ground one after the other, their skulls leaking brains.

As soon as the road ahead cleared, she sped up until she hit the next group of zombies. 

Pop, pop.

Pop.

Frank and Leo used the same tactic, running when they could, stopping when they couldn’t. It was hard to miss their targets at a distance of mere feet, and most of their bullets scored. Still, their luck couldn’t last, and Sarah knew they had to hurry. Once the infected cottoned onto their presence, they’d swarm the trio.

“This way,” she yelled, pointing to a gap in the mob. They sprinted through, shoving bodies out of the way, and found themselves mere feet from George’s position. 

Sarah ducked between two infected and popped up next to Timothy. Gazing up at him, she said, “Hi, there. I’m Sarah, and I’m here to rescue you.”

“Uh, okay,” Timothy said, looking a bit confused. He hit an incoming zombie in the face with the stock of his gun. It went down in a spray of broken teeth.

“Good thing you’re here,” George said. “We’re just about out of bullets.”

“Which reminds me,” Sarah said, slamming a fresh cartridge into her Glock.

Frank and Leo arrived moments later and cleared a space around the group. They took turns to reload, backed by Sarah.

As soon as the crowd of undead thinned, Frank said, “Follow me, everyone. We’re making a run for it.”

“What?” George cried. “Are you serious?”

“I’m dead serious. Stick together and move fast,” Frank added. “Robert and his team will cover our retreat.”

“If you say so,” George replied, waving at his people. “You heard the man. On the double.”

“Let’s go,” Frank yelled, dashing into the fray. 

The rest followed, and Sarah grabbed Timothy’s hand. “Come on!”

In a headlong rush, the entire group stormed down the road back to the firehouse. Frank, Leo, and George took the lead, bulldozing through anything in their path. Sarah lent support from the back, taking shots whenever a zombie got too close for comfort. Timothy never left her side and steadied her when she got jostled. Benjamin and Mike brought up the rear, shoving aside any opportunistic infected. 

To Sarah, it felt like they ran for an eternity. Her heart banged in her chest, adrenalin pumped through her veins, and her blood sang with excitement. Each step took her closer to safety, but it seemed like a distant prospect. What was safety, after all, but an illusion?

Suddenly, her boot rolled on a stone, and she went down like a ton of bricks. Horror flooded her mind, followed by panic as the asphalt rushed up to meet her. This is it. I’m done for.

“Hold on,” Timothy cried, scooping her up as if she weighed little more than a feather. 

He tossed her over his shoulder and carried on running. It was an awful experience. Probably the worst of her life if she discounted the time she got stuck on a merry-go-round. 

Blood rushed to her face, and it felt as if her head would explode. Each step sent Timothy’s shoulder slamming into her sternum, and she found it hard to breathe. Faced with the road from her angle, vertigo set in, and she was afraid she’d hurl. Oh, God. Please hurry up. 

Robert and his team closed around them, and she knew they were close. Still, the hell continued for several more minutes until they reached the firehouse. Minutes that felt like years.

As they rushed inside, Sarah banged on Timothy’s back with her fists. “Put me down. Now!”

He obeyed, mumbling something apologetic. “Sorry about that.”

Sarah didn’t care, stumbling into the nearest dark corner. Her stomach heaved, and she vomited until her ribs ached and her throat grew raw. 

Finally, she stopped heaving and wiped one hand across her mouth. Turning around, she found the entire firehouse staring at her with shock. 

“What?” she asked. “It’s not like I had a saddle or anything. That was a damn uncomfortable ride.”

Laughter broke out, and the mood lightened. One by one, the crowd peeled away. With a shuddering breath, Sarah headed toward the examination booth. After her display, she reckoned she’d better prove she wasn’t infected. Plus, it would be nice to take a breather.

Along the way, she spotted Timothy and flashed him a teasing smile. “Hey, Tim. You’re my hero.”

Timothy blushed, his cheeks turning as red as his hair, an action she found adorable. He sure is a cutie. Maybe being stuck here won’t be so bad after all.








  
  
  Chapter 12 - Theresa

  
  




Theresa paced up and down the floor, her eyes glued to the garage doors. The radio at her side remained suspiciously silent, but her ears still rang with the last conversation she’d heard.

“Is anyone there? We need help. Over!”

“This is Robert. Over.”

“It’s George. We need help. ASAP! Over.”

“Where are you? Over.”

“We’re pinned down on the corner of Maine and High street. Turn left at the warehouse, and go straight to the next crossing. The barricade is under attack. Over.”

“We’re on our way. Over and Out.”

She chewed on her thumbnail, indecisiveness gnawing at her innards. What to do? Send in more people or wait and see?

“Send us in. We’re ready to help,” Ruby said.

“Wait. Let Robert and his team do their thing,” Theresa said.

“Elijah and Benjamin are out there,” Ruby insisted.

“What if they get swarmed?” Amelia added.

“I can help, too,” Rick said. “My hand isn’t a problem, I swear.”

“That was the plan, right?” Ellen added. “Send us in if there’s any trouble?”

“Not yet,” Theresa insisted. 

“Please,” Ruby begged. “I’m going out of my mind here.”

“Just give it a few more minutes, please,” Theresa said. “We can’t be too hasty.”

“Hasty? That’s my husband and friend out there,” Ruby cried.

Suddenly, the radio crackled. “Theresa, this is Frank. Over.”

“Go ahead, Frank. Over,” Theresa replied, heaving a sigh of relief.

“We’re on our way to rescue George and his group. They’re pinned down. Over,” Frank said.

“I’m aware. Robert’s team is also on the way. Over,” Theresa replied.

“They’ll assist in the rescue, but be advised; we’re coming in hot. Over,” Frank said.

“Do you need more help? Over.”

“No, we’re good. Throwing more bodies at this will only complicate things,” Frank said. “Just be ready to receive us with hostiles on our heels. Over.”

“Got that. Be careful. Over and out,” Theresa said. She looked around. “You heard the man. Let’s get ready.”

“Should I call Bobbi and Susan?” Rick asked.

“Susan’s prepping lunch, and Bobbi isn’t geared up. She’s busy with the gun rack,” Theresa said.

“We can handle this,” Ruby insisted. “There’s five of us, and we’re nothing to sneeze at.”

“Five? I only count three,” Rick said, looking from him, Ellen, to Ruby.

“Don’t forget about Theresa and Amelia. I’m sure they can tackle a few zombies,” Ruby said.

“You’ve got that right,” Amelia said.

“Jokes aside, we’d better get ready,” Theresa said. “Amelia, can you keep watch from the window upstairs and let us know when they’re coming?”

“Of course,” Amelia said, rushing off.

“Line up, guys. Get ready,” Ruby said. “Stand back, Theresa.”

“Will do,” Theresa said, more than willing to hand the reins to a more experienced fighter. It was part of being a good leader, knowing where your strengths lay.

She moved to the foot of the stairs, one hand on the bay door remote. The minutes ticked by slowly, each feeling longer than the last. 

Finally, footsteps sounded, and Amelia rushed downstairs. “They’re coming!”

Theresa pushed the remote button, and the doors opened with a ponderous groan. The first sounds reached her ears: Yells, cries, and a few gunshots.

Her heartbeat picked up speed, and her foot tapped a tense tune on the cold concrete floor. On her hip, she wore a gun, and a shotgun leaned against the wall next to her. She’d provide backup if need be but hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.                                                                                                                                                          

Ruby, Ellen, and Rick moved to the opening and formed a line armed with an ax and a handgun. Wielding their axes, they waited for their friends to arrive.

“They’re here,” Ruby yelled, dancing to the side. 

George, Robert, Mason, and Clare rushed past, followed by Frank, Timothy, Leo, Benjamin, Mike, and Elijah. Timothy carried Sarah across his shoulder, and Theresa frowned as worry set in. Was she hurt? Bitten? Infected?

There was no time to worry about that, however. Once she was confident they were all inside the station, she pressed the button to close the bay doors. They dropped down like an iron curtain, but they were too slow for some of the speedier infected.

A handful came howling into the garage, and the defense team jumped into action. Ruby whacked one in the head with her ax. He fell backward into the arms of another, and both dropped out of sight. Rick booted another in the chest before killing another with an overhead blow with the ax. Ellen swept the legs from underneath another and danced back as the doors dropped past their faces.

A couple of infected tried to crawl beneath the closing doors, but Theresa had seen enough. She grabbed the shotgun, stepped forward, and unloaded a round of buckshot. At such a short distance, the blast caused fearful damage. Blood and brains exploded across the floor and splattered Rick’s boots. The doors shut with a clang, and it was over.

Silence descended, broken only by the hoarse voice of Sarah as she pummeled Timothy’s back. “Put me down. Now!”

He obeyed with a mumble, “Sorry about that.”

Sarah stumbled into the nearest corner and emptied the contents of her stomach. Afterward, she wiped her mouth and turned to face the crowd. “What? It’s not like I had a saddle or anything. That was a damn uncomfortable ride.”

Theresa smiled, glad to see the girl was alright. Still, everyone had to be checked for bites. No exceptions. “Get your asses to the exam booth, everyone, and I mean everyone. Guns go to the storeroom. Gear gets put away, and someone wash away that blood.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Robert replied in a dry voice. He grabbed a hose and cleaned the floor with Mason’s help while Frank gathered up all the guns. Rick cleaned his boots, and George collected all the gear. Once everything was spotless, and in storage, the examinations began. With Robert checking the men and Theresa doing the women, it went fast.

Afterward, Theresa waved everyone to the bottom of the stairs. “Before we go up, tell me what happened. What did you find?”

“The warehouse is clear. We killed the only two infected on site: The two security guards. As for the building, it’s chock full of stuff, but we have no idea what there is. We did manage to find the inventory list, however. That should help.”

“Where is it?” Theresa asked.

“On the reception counter. We had to leave it when George called for help,” Frank said.

“Alright. We’ll make its retrieval a priority. What about the office block?” she asked.

“It’s clear. There weren’t any zombies, and the place is secure. The windows are covered with bars, and the exits are protected with security gates,” Robert said. “All it needs is some furniture, beds, and such, and we can move people in.”

“That’s excellent news, Robert,” Theresa said. “What about you, George?”

“Clearing the block and putting up barricades will be a lot harder than we thought,” George said with a shake of the head. “The barricades aren’t strong enough; there’s too many infected, and the slightest noise draws in the rest.”

Theresa frowned. “And the entire area is probably flooded with corpses now.”

“Exactly,” George said. “If we can get rid of the zombies, we might be able to finish the job. With the block secured, we could raid all the buildings, including the shops, convenience stores, and offices. I’m sure we’ll find plenty of supplies. Not to mention the fuel station and clinic.”

“But how do we clear the area?” Theresa asked.

“With noise,” Robert said. “You draw them away with noise.”

“Explain yourself, Robert,” Theresa said with a wave of the hand.

“I could take one of the fire trucks and use the siren to draw them away,” Robert said. “That would give the rest the chance to finish the job.”

“Robert, no! I just got you back,” Amelia protested, grabbing his arm.

“I’d be perfectly safe. There’s not a whole lot the zombies can do to the trucks,” Robert said, patting her hand. 

“That’s true, but you should take a few people just in case. Gear and weapons, too,” Theresa said.

Robert shrugged. “Sure. If you think it’s necessary.”

“When do we start?” George asked. 

“Today,” Robert said. “It’s still early, and the sooner we do this, the better.”

“It’ll take more than a day,” George said. “Securing the block, setting up more safe houses, moving people over, finding supplies… It’s no joke.”

“You’re right. It’s not, so we’d better move,” Theresa said. “This morning was a good lesson to us all not to underestimate the undead. They’re dangerous, and we can’t let our guards down for even a second. There are too many people counting on us.”

“That’s all good and well, but surely you can take a moment to rest before rushing off into the jaws of death again,” Amelia protested.

“Yes, you should rest and have something to eat and drink. Recover your strength,” Ruby added.

“They’ve got a point,” Theresa said. “To the kitchen, everyone. I’m sure we can whip up a quick lunch.”

“Sounds good to me,” Robert said.

“And me. I’m starving,” Mason exclaimed.

“We’ll meet back here in an hour,” Theresa said. “Until then, get some rest.”

Theresa waited until the group dispersed before she made her way up the stairs. Her back ached terribly, and each step was agony, but she ignored the pills in her pocket. There was a limited supply, and she had no idea when she’d be able to get more. It was a small sacrifice to make when weighed against the courage and bravery of the rest, however. One she was glad to make. I just hope this new plan of ours works. It’s our only shot.








  
  
  Chapter 13 - George

  
  




A few days later, George woke up with a start. Blinking, he stared up at the ceiling until he was fully awake. Dawn was still a long way off, but he crawled out of bed and jumped into a lukewarm shower. With so many people in the building, hot water was a luxury none of them could afford. But, he’d noticed if he got up early enough, he could avoid the chilly water brought on by the late season. 

He shaved, combed his hair, brushed his teeth, and pulled on a set of clothes. He’d washed them by hand the night before, and they were clean, though wrinkled. Not that he cared. Afterward, he made his way to the kitchen, not surprised when a couple of sour faces greeted him at the table. Robert, Frank, Mike, and Theresa.

“Good morning,” he said, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

“Morning,” Theresa said, waving a hand at the stove. “Susan made oatmeal. Help yourself.”

“Um, no thanks. I want to get an early start,” George said, swallowing his coffee in one big gulp.

“Hold your horses,” Robert said. “Amelia will be right down.”

“She’d better hurry because I’ve got lots to do today,” George said. 

“Fine, I’ll go fetch her,” Robert grumbled. 

“You do that,” George said, heading toward the stairs. 

“Where’s the rest of your team?” Theresa asked.

“They’re coming. I told them to meet me in ten minutes,” George said, waving over his shoulder.

“Alright, I’ll be right there,” Theresa said.

“Whenever you’re ready,” George said, but he didn’t really mean it. He was on a mission, and he had no time to waste.

He pulled on his turn-out gear in the garage, slid his ax onto his belt, and secured his helmet in place. One by one, the rest of his team joined him: Elijah, Benjamin, Mike, Bobbi, Ellen, Rick, and Leo.

Minutes later, Robert, Amelia, Mason, and Clare added to the chaos, jostling each other for space. While they got ready, Theresa unlocked the cage Bobbi had built and issued each of them a handgun with an extra magazine. 

She jotted it down on the spreadsheet and locked it up again. “Be careful out there,” she said, just like she said every other morning they went out.

“Yes, ma’am,” they answered, each in their way.

She opened the bay doors at the push of a button, and a blast of cold air flooded the garage. George shifted from one foot to the other, stamped his boots, and rubbed his hands together to keep his blood circulating.

Robert jumped into the truck and started the engine. While it warmed up, the rest of his team joined him in the cab. They rolled out into the street and drove off with the siren blaring and flashing lights.

Their mission was the same as every other morning: Drive around the block to draw any infected out of their hidey holes and lead them away from the firehouse like a shiny red Pied Piper.

The first time they performed that duty, a wave of corpses shuffled, stumbled, and ran after them. Now, only a couple of infected lingered in the area. Stragglers that wandered into the barricades at night and were too dumb to leave again.

Once clear of the station, Robert and his team headed toward the shop with the outdoor supplies and picked it over for supplies. Amelia guarded the truck with a shotgun while the other three went inside and gathered as much as they could. It provided a daily stream of goods to the station and kept everyone in food, clothes, toiletries, and blankets. Enough to keep the survivors happy for the time being.

George watched Robert leave with a sense of anticipation. The sooner they were gone, the sooner his team could start their work. After their first failure, they’d re-evaluated, regrouped, and worked out a strategy. One that was paying off after days of hard work, a lot of it dangerous and all of it messy.

Despite that, he enjoyed the activity. It kept his mind occupied, and he was too tired at night to dream. A big bonus as all of his dreams were nightmares. 

Most of his team felt the same way. They all had hidden sorrows and grief. They’d all lost family and friends. Many of whom were missing or unreachable, fates unknown. Despair was never far away, and keeping busy was one way to combat that feeling of dread in one’s gut.

“Hey, guys. Are you ready for today?” he asked, looking from one to another.

They’d grown closer, and he knew they had his back as he had theirs. It was a side effect of working and living so closely together, and he considered them family. Or at least friends.

“Today’s the last of it, right?” Leo asked.

“If all goes well,” George said with a nod.

“Thank God,” Bobbi muttered. “We can move those people out at last.”

George grinned. He knew how she felt. They all did. Most of the survivors from the school and Frank’s group were friendly people. Many had volunteered to help with the infected and scavenging but were too inexperienced. They were also a nuisance, using all the hot water, eating the best food, and taking up the beds.

After a few minutes, Theresa’s radio crackled. “This is Theresa. Over.”

“We’re heading out. See you later. Over,” Robert said.

“Copy that. Over and out,” Theresa replied.

“That’s our cue. Roll out,” George yelled, taking the lead. 

He jogged up the street and headed for the office block next door. They performed a quick sweep, secured all the doors and windows, and sprayed a white check on the wall. The same went for every building on the block until each was safe. Afterward, they checked and rechecked the barricades, swept the road, searched the alleyways, and disposed of any rubbish and corpses.

Around noon, they assembled at the station, and Leo handed George their checklist. “It’s all done.”

“I can’t believe it,” George said, flashing them a proud smile. “You did good, guys. All of you.”

He spotted Theresa and waved her closer. He handed her the list,  “That’s the last of it.” 

“You’re finished?” Theresa asked with a hint of disbelief.

“The whole block,” George said. “All we need to do now is move the people into their new homes, establish ground rules, and put shooters on a couple of roofs.”

“I can’t believe it. You’ve worked hard, all of you. You deserve a prize,” Theresa said. 

“No prizes. Just tell us when we can get our home back,” George said.

Theresa spread her arms wide. “As soon as I get everyone settled in next door.”

“We’ll help,” George offered. “The sooner, the better.”

“I’ll make the arrangements,” Theresa said, disappearing into the station.

An hour later, George watched as the survivors from the school and Frank’s group filed out of the station with their belongings. Theresa directed them to the office block, and they moved into the building. 

Minutes later, she returned with an older dark-haired woman she introduced as Claudia. “George, this is Claudia. She’s been nominated as the leader of the people next door, and she’ll be in charge of their well-being.”

“Good to meet you, George. I understand you and your team will bring us what we require to make ourselves at home,” Claudia said.

“Whatever you need, ma’am,” George agreed, though he was unsure what she meant.

“I’ll show what must go over in a moment, George,” Theresa clarified.

“Alright.”

“We’ve also established a few ground rules,” Theresa said. “For now, no one will be allowed outside until we have guards around the clock and shooters on the roof. You know kids. They can be quite rebellious.”

“I know what you mean, and it’s better that way,” George agreed. 

“Any supplies we find will be split among us, except the things we need to keep the trucks running. We will keep all the guns as we are doing most of the heavy lifting.”

“Yes, I don’t approve of guns, and I don’t want any accidents in my house,” Claudia said, her manner prim. “A few hand weapons for self-protection might not be a bad idea. For emergencies.”

“I’m sure we can sort something out,” Theresa agreed. 

“Once we’re settled in, I’ll ask around for volunteers to help with the guarding, cleaning, clearing, and maintenance. We have a few skilled people in our ranks. I’m setting up a school too. That should keep the children occupied.”

“Which bring us to Paisley,” Theresa said. “She’ll be better off with children her own age.”

George frowned. “Have you asked Amelia and Clare?”

“Yes, and they both agreed. It’s her choice as well, and she’ll move in with them today,” Theresa said.

“Alright,” George said.

“I would like to set up a garden on the roof, too,” Claudia said. “It will allow us to grow more food, and it will give everyone a chance to be outdoors instead of cooped up inside all day.”

“I’m sure that can be arranged,” Theresa said. “I’ll radio Robert and ask them to bring gardening and outdoor supplies. Maybe some toys and games as well.”

“That would be helpful,” Claudia said. “We can sort the rest out later. For now, we need to get our beds made and the kitchen up and running.”

“You heard the lady, George,” Theresa said. “Chop, chop.”

“Yes, ma’am,” George acknowledged, sorry he’d volunteered to help. “Just show me what we must do.”

He followed Theresa into the firehouse, and she pointed at a stack of mattresses, bedding, blankets, and towels. Boxes of games, books, food, water, toiletries, cleaning supplies, and kitchen equipment sat to the side while a couple of chairs, couches, side tables, and cabinets rounded off the selection.

“Is that all of it?” George asked, his courage sinking into his boots. 

“For now,” Theresa said. “We can tackle the warehouse later.”

“Thank God for that,” George said.

“Now, now. If you get this done before nightfall, I’ll have Susan cook us a special supper. One that’s just for us here at the firehouse,” Theresa said. “How does that sound?”

“Throw in a couple of beers, and we have a deal,” George said.

Theresa stuck out her hand. “Deal.”

They shook in it, and the bargain was struck.








  
  
  Chapter 14 - Donna

  
  




Donna stared at the ceiling above her head. She lay on the carpet, her head cradled by her handbag. She could’ve taken the couch but preferred the cold hard floor. It reminded her of her reality and prevented her from having silly daydreams about being rescued. 

After several days, she’d known that wasn’t going to happen. No one was coming. The precinct had fallen, and with it, all its police officers. If no one had come thus far, nobody was left to rescue her. Hope was a fantasy she couldn’t afford.

Besides, she’d seen the news on the internet and on her phone. It was the apocalypse. The zombie apocalypse. It was almost funny. If someone had asked, zombies would’ve been the last scenario she picked to predict the end of the world. I don’t even like zombies. The movies suck.

Her mouth was dry, and she longed for a sip of water. Just one little drink. Her tongue touched her cracked and dry lips. How long had it been? A day? Two days? It was hard to say. All she’d had to begin with was the bottle of water on her desk and the half-empty one on Kate’s workstation.

Of course, she’d rationed it, but it could only last so long. She had no food either, and her stomach felt like a black hole. Every muscle in her body ached, and her brain was foggy. She’d had to use a flower pot for a toilet, and she was suddenly glad for the chronic constipation she suffered from, thanks to stress. No number two’s for me.

A wild cackle escaped her lips, and Donna wondered if she was going mad. It wouldn’t come as a surprise. Throughout the days stuck as a prisoner, she’d prayed to a God she hadn’t spoken to in years. She’d begged, pleaded, and cried for his help. Finally, she’d tried bargaining.

When that didn’t work, she’d turned to rage. Wild, primal rage. After destroying all the furniture, including her computer, she’d collapsed. Several hours of crying left her hollow. An empty husk devoid of emotion. Now all she felt was hunger. “Food.”

Her croaky voice echoed throughout the office, and the banging on her door resumed with renewed vigor. Donna winced, regretting her decision to speak. Whenever she made a noise, the zombies remembered her and renewed their efforts to break in. The constant noise drove her nuts, and she had a constant headache. 

With a groan, she closed her eyes, but it was impossible to sleep. Her gaze roved across the ceiling, taking in every tiny detail. By now, she knew it better than the back of her hand. Then she spotted a gap between the ceiling tiles, and a light bulb flashed on in her head. The ceiling! 

Donna jerked upright and jumped to her feet. Within seconds, she’d climbed onto her desk and touched the ceiling. A push was all it took to loosen the ceiling tile, and she shoved it to the side. The opening was small and dark but big enough for her to squeeze through.

However, it was still too high for her to pull herself up, and she scouted around for something to stand on. A small side table fit the bill, and she taped the feet to the desk to keep it in place. Using her phone as a flashlight, she peered through the gap.

The air was stale, and a cloud of dust assaulted her nostrils, but she persevered. Anything was better than starving to death or dying of thirst in an abandoned office. Donna pulled herself into the narrow crawl space with her silk scarf tied around the lower half of her face. After a brief orientation, she set out.

It wasn’t too hard to move about. As long as she advanced slowly so as not to disturb the thick layer of dust and stuck to the support beams, she was fine. The only real problem she faced was where to go. With only the light from her phone to guide her and no map, she had to guess where she was going.

Her first try led to the office next door. She pried loose a roof tile when she thought the location was right and peered down. “Oh, shit!”

Donna jerked back when she looked down into the ravaged face of Pete Rafferty, the manager of human resources. He growled when he spotted her, both hands raised in a desperate bid to get hold of her flesh. His voice sounded like it came from a cheese grater, and his bloodshot eyes held no intelligence. Nothing to remind her of the man he used to be. “Oh, Pete. I’m sorry.”

Another growl was the only answer she got, and she dropped the ceiling tile back into place. Wiping her tears, she moved onward. Her next destination lay across the hall at Frank Hearn’s office. She’d seen him run past her and Kate, telling them to lock the door, and she was sure his office would be empty.

It turned out that she was right. Frank’s office was empty, but the door wasn’t latched. Standing open a crack, she could see the infected milling about in the hallway outside. One little noise, and they’d know she was there. They’d flood the room before she could make her escape, and it would be all over in seconds. She’d die as Kate did. Slowly, painfully, and horribly.

Shaking her head, Donna retreated. This time, she struck out much farther, crossing half the precinct before she stopped to check. She placed the tile to one side, stuck her head through the opening, and smothered a gasp. Yes!

The kitchen beckoned to her like a shining light with its promise of food and water. Her stomach cramped, and her mouth flooded with saliva. She could hardly contain her excitement but had to rein in her eagerness. Check for zombies first. Eat later. 

A thorough check revealed no infected inside the room, and the door was closed. While she wasn’t willing to bet the same for the common room, it didn’t matter. What she needed was sustenance.

Removing her shoes, Donna lowered her feet through the hole and dropped into the kitchen. Her socked feet made no noise, and she quickly secured the lock on the door, checked the windows, and closed the blinds. 

Once the room was secure, she rushed to the fridge and grabbed a water bottle. Her hands trembled as she undid the cap, and her throat constricted with the first sip. The second sip went down a lot easier, and the cool liquid soaked into the parched tissues of her mouth and tongue. “Man, that’s good.”

Taking care not to drink too fast, she savored the water and allowed her stomach to adjust. As her body became hydrated, the fog in her brain receded, and she was able to think clearly for the first time in days. “Right. Grab something to eat, rest, and figure out how to get out of this damn place.”

Donna searched the fridge and took the first item she found: A green apple. She bit into the fruit with an audible crunch followed by a groan of delight. The first morsel exploded across her taste buds in a rush of tangy sourness with a hint of sweetness to mellow it out. After the apple, she wolfed down a strawberry yogurt, a muesli bar, and half a sandwich. 

Replete, she lounged on the chair with her hands on her stomach. She was full to bursting, but it was a great feeling after the constant hunger. If this is what it feels like to be a zombie, I don’t blame them for eating people.

With her eyes half-shut, she dreamed of escaping. But how? The only way she could think of was by recruiting outside help. Then it hit her. The radio! 

All she had to do, was get to a radio, and call for help. Plus, she knew exactly which one to go for, and how to reach it. After she’d had a nap to recover her strength, of course.








  
  
  Chapter 15 - Andrea

  
  




Andrea sorted through the latest piles of information she’d printed. Each separate article or manual went into a heap with others of its kind. Before filing them in a waiting cabinet, she marked them with colored labels. It was very systematic, and she enjoyed the task. While some might think it boring, she liked to create order. 

A certain feline did not agree.

While she worked, Sebastian made a point of interfering. He walked across the ordered piles and sent papers flying. Or he lay down and refused to budge. There was no malice in his actions. After all, it was only fair that he got his share of the attention, and he made sure she never forgot that. 

“I know it’s hard, sweetie,” Andrea said, rubbing him behind the ears. “You’re cooped up here all day. No wonder you’re so bored and frustrated.”

He meowed in return.

“Don’t worry. All those extra people are moving out today. They’re busy as we speak. Theresa told me about it during lunch.”

Not a moment too soon, either. Tempers were running high, and the atmosphere was thick enough to cut with a knife. Everyone had to work day and night to keep up with the cooking, laundry, and cleaning, while many of the survivors did nothing but mope about in a cloud of depression. As if we haven’t all lost people dear to us. Some more than others.

As if he sensed her disquiet, Sebastian meowed loudly. She turned her attention back to him and smiled. “As soon as things settle down, I’ll let you out of this room. You’ll have the whole firehouse to explore. I promise.”

Sebastian didn’t answer, but he closed his eyes and purred when she rubbed him. The pampering session carried on until she heard a crackle over the radio. That was unusual. She didn’t often hear another voice on the airwaves, and she jumped up with alacrity.

Storming the device, she grabbed the mic and raised it to her lips. “Hello? Is there someone there? Over.”

“Hello?” came the muffled reply.

“Yes, hello. Are you there? Over,” Andrea asked.

“I’m here,” the voice said, sounding relieved. “I’m so glad I reached you. I’ve been trying all day, and no one is answering.”

“Who is this? Over,” Andre asked but soon dispensed with formalities when she realized the other person wasn’t observing them.

“My name is Donna, and I need your help.”

“What kind of help?”

“I’m trapped inside the precinct.”

“The what?” Andrea asked, not sure she’d heard correctly.

“The police station. I’m trapped inside the police station,” Donna repeated. 

“And you’ve survived all this time?”

“It’s been… hard. The place is full of zombies,” Donna said. “They are zombies, right?”

“That’s right, and it’s your lucky day,” Andrea said.

“How so?”

“It so happens we have three police officers here with us.”

“You do? Who?”

“Frank Hearn, Leo Torres, and Sarah Campbell.”

“Frank is there? It’s a miracle. He saved my life.”

“Well, he just might save it again.”

“Will you tell him? Will he come to get me?” Donna asked with a sob. “I don’t think I can hold on much longer.” 

“Don’t give up. I promise we’ll get you out of there,” Andrea said.

“Say that again,” Donna said.

“I promise.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Donna said, “And that’s a promise too.”

Andrea jumped up, and her chair shot back. “I’ll be back.”

“Yeah?” Donna said with a chuckle. “I could sure use a movie right now. Even one with corny lines.”

“At least you still have your sense of humor,” Andrea said. “But I have to go now. I’ll be back soon with an update.”

“Okay,” Donna said, sounding forlorn.

Andrea dropped the mic and rushed out of the room. She dashed through the station until she found Theresa. By happy chance, she was speaking with Frank about shooting lessons for everyone daily.

“You won’t believe who I just talked to,” Andrea said, interrupting without a qualm. 

“Who?” Theresa asked.

“Donna. She’s trapped inside the precinct, and she asked for help,” Andrea said.

“Donna? Are you sure?” Frank cried, growing pale.

“As sure as it’s possible to be,” Andrea said. “She even asked after you.”

“We have to save her,” Frank said. “Now!”

“Hold on,” Theresa said. “There’s no reason to go off half-cocked. We need to make a plan.”

“Um, her situation didn’t sound that great,” Andrea said. “She said to hurry.”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Frank said. He turned to Andre. “Tell her I’m on my way, and she mustn’t give up.”

“Okay.”

“Also, tell her to switch to this frequency,” Frank said, scribbling something down on a notepad he carried in his pocket. “I’ll speak to her along the way.”

“Will do,” Andrea said, taking the note.

“Wait, I’ll radio Robert and tell him to drive past the precinct. If he can draw off most of the infected, it should be easier for you to rescue Donna,” Theresa said. 

“Good idea,” Frank said with a brisk nod. 

“He can swing around and offer back-up, too,” Theresa added. “Who are you taking?”

“Just Sarah and Leo. We know the layout, and there’s no sense in risking more lives,” Frank said.

“Alright. Take what you need and good luck. I’ll be here when you get back. We all will.”

Andrea watched as Theresa and Frank rushed away on their respective tasks. It was good to know she had people like that in her corner. People who’d rush to her aid at the drop of a hat. They were the salt of the earth, and she was lucky she ended up with them instead of someone else.

As for her, she finally felt like she’d earned her place and proven her worth despite not being very social or combative. Glancing at the paper in her hand, she hurried back to her office. Donna needed to know she was not alone. Someone cared, and someone was on their way to rescue her. She just had to be brave.








  
  
  Chapter 16 - Frank

  
  




Frank jumped behind the wheel of the squad car, followed by Leo and Sarah. They were armed to the teeth. Each carried a tactical shotgun, a handgun, an ax, and extra ammunition. He glanced at them. “You’d better put your seatbelts on.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sarah said, none of her usual banter present in her voice. She secured her belt and leaned back with a determined expression.

“Don’t worry about us, Sergeant Hearn. We’re with you all the way,” Leo said.

“I know,” Frank said. That was the one thing he never doubted. 

He twisted the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life, fueled by his impatience. The moment the garage doors opened, he sped out of the bay with squealing tires. As he raced toward the precinct, he waved at the radio. “Leo, try to get a hold of Donna.”

“Yes, Sir,” Leo said, reaching for the mic.

Frank tapped on the wheel as he drove, unable to sit still. His emotions were full to bursting, and he felt like he was about to explode. He remembered that day so clearly. The moment he spotted Donna and Kate huddled inside their office doorway, wearing twin expressions of fear. He should’ve saved them then. Instead, he told them to hide and promptly abandoned them when the shit hit the fan. Donna. She’s still alive, but what about Kate? Andrea never mentioned Kate.

“Donna, are you there?” Leo said. 

Static. 

“Donna?” he tried again.

“I’m here.”

“Donna!” Frank shouted though he knew she couldn’t hear. “Ask her if she’s okay.”

“Donna, are you okay?” Leo asked.

“I am for now,” Donna said. “Are you coming?”

“Yes, we’re on our way.”

“G… good. I don’t think I’d be able to handle it much longer. It’s too much.”

“You’ll be okay, Donna,” Leo said. “I promise.”

“That’s what Andrea said,” Donna replied.

“Yeah, well. She’s a smart lady. She also likes cats,” Leo said.

“Does she? I’d like to meet her.”

“You will,” Leo said with complete confidence.

“Ask her where she is,” Frank said.

“Where are you exactly?”

“Mostly in the roof,” Donna said.

“What?”

“The ceiling. It’s how I move around,” Donna said.

Frank and Leo exchanged astonished looks. 

“What about Kate?” Frank asked.

“Where’s Kate?” Leo echoed.

“She didn’t make it,” Donna said.

Frank closed his eyes for a split second, cursing underneath his breath. “Damn it all to hell.”

“Is there anybody else?” Leo asked, holding on for dear life when they spun around a corner.

“No. I haven’t seen anyone else… alive,” Donna replied.

“Okay, well, hold on. We’re almost there.”

“What’s your plan?” Donna asked. “There as so many infected here.”

“A fire truck will ride past the station, alarms on. Hopefully, that’ll lure most of the infected away from the building,” Leo explained.

“Okay. That’s where we come in, guns blazing,” Leo said. “But we need to know where you’ll be. What’s the closest to the exit you can get?”

“My office is the closest,” Donna said. 

“Is it safe?” Leo asked.

“Yes, but I’ll have to unblock the door,” Donna said. 

“Can you do that now? We’re almost there,” Leo asked.

“Okay, but I’ll have to leave the radio,” Donna said, her voice hitching.

“That’s okay. We’re coming to get you,” Leo said.

“Alright. I’m going, but please hurry.”

Static.

Frank nodded as Leo replaced the mic. “The minute the front is clear, we run in, grab Donna, and run out. Got it?”

“What about the guns in the armory?” Leo asked.

“We can go back for that another day,” Frank said. “Right now, all I care about is Donna.”

“Fair enough,” Leo said.

“Are you ready, Sarah?” Frank asked.

“I’m ready, Sergeant,” she said with a brisk nod. 

“Good, because we’re here,” Frank said, roaring around the final corner and swerving around a car wreck. He slid to a stop across the road from the precinct, and silence fell across the trio.

It was like day one all over again. Their place of work, their second home, lay before them. People milled about, and Frank could’ve imagined them to be normal individuals on an ordinary day. Officers, admin staff, civilians, lawyers, and more. Each going about the business of the day. But it was not an ordinary day, and the figures thronging the station were not normal. They were dead. 

Grief welled up inside Frank’s chest, and he realized he’d not had a chance to mourn the loss of his friends, colleagues, and job. They’d been his life. His reason for getting up in the morning. Now it was over, and he’d have to find a new purpose in life.

“It’s awful,” Sarah whispered, her face pale.

“I know. It’s like I’m living that day all over again,” Leo said.

“I realize that, but this is not that day. Today, we rescue Donna, and we cannot fail at that task,” Frank said. “We dare not.” Leo nodded, and Sarah lifted her chin. Neither would back off, and he knew he could count on them. He reached for the radio, “Robert, what’s your ETA? Over.”

“We’re two minutes out. Over.”

“Standing by. Over,” Frank said.

He replaced the mic and leaned back in his seat. His fingers drummed on the wheel, and he tried to throttle his impatience. All he wanted to do was jump and run across the street with guns blazing in all directions. It was a dumb idea but an enticing one. Then he heard it. A familiar sound that grew louder with each passing second. The truck!

Frank jerked upright in his seat, and he reached for his shotgun. Seconds later, the fire truck roared up to the station. The vehicle slowed to a stop, the siren wailing through the air. Robert pressed the horn for added measure and infected flooded the area from all directions. 

They crowded around the bus, beating against the metal with their fists. A chorus of growls rose to compete with the siren until the din was almost overwhelming. Frank winced and pressed both hands to his ears, and Sarah buried her face in her jacket.

Robert waited as long as he dared before he took off, bulldozing over the zombies in front of the truck. The vehicle crunched over their bodies, the tires mashing their flesh and bones into the tar. Blood exploded from the corpses and splashed across the asphalt. 

Swallowing on a rush of bile, Frank looked away. “Now I’ve seen it all.”

“Gross,” Sarah complained, making gagging noises from the backseat. 

“Hey, I think it worked,” Leo exclaimed.

Frank twisted in his seat and examined the front of the station. Not a single infected remained. They were all gone, and the parking lot was empty and desolate. “What about the inside? Can you see?”

“Sort of. It looks clear,” Leo said in a doubtful tone of voice.

“That’s comforting,” Frank added.

“Only one way to find out,” Sarah said. “Let’s check it out.”

“Alright, let’s go. Donna should be in position by now,” Frank said. “Remember, we run in, grab her, and run out. No dawdling.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sarah said. 

“In and out,” Leo added.

Frank jumped out of the car, leaving the engine running. He didn’t plan on being more than a minute or two. “Follow me.”

He sprinted across the road, dodging the debris that littered the road, including a couple of bodies. They looked like they were dead. Really dead and decomposing. Others looked like zombies, their brains blown out. Either way, there was no time to ponder their fates, nor did he want to.

The station looked like he remembered from that day. The doors yawned open, smeared with dried blood and other fluids. The glass front was shattered with a car parked halfway across the threshold. Its passenger door stood open, and a trail of blood led to the corpse of the woman who’d attacked him. The only difference was the lack of life, and their steps echoed throughout the space. It was eerie.

Not far from her body lay that of his friend, Steve Kingsley, and Frank slowed. His mind flashed back to the moment his best friend became a friend no more but the enemy instead. He stared at the remains, half of its skull blown away and the rest trampled to mush beneath hundreds of feet. 

“Sergeant?” Sarah said, tugging at his arm. “Sergeant, that’s not Steve anymore. Steve’s with his family now.”

“I… I know,” Frank said, tearing his eyes away from the scene.

“Come on, Sarge. Donna’s waiting,” Leo said.

“Sorry, I… I got sidetracked,” Frank said, shaking his head. He focused his attention on the path ahead and kept moving.

Together, they crossed the floor, sidestepping corpses, body parts, and puddles of dried blood. The lack of life, or undead life, emboldened Frank, and he sped up. As he turned a corner, a rasping growl was the only warning he got. 

A set of hands latched onto his shoulders, the fingers digging into the flesh. Broken teeth snapped at his face, and fetid air filled his nostrils. The smell alone was enough to make him hurl, and he tried to jerk free of the zombie’s grip. But the thing was strong and wouldn’t let go. Bit by bit, its teeth came closer. He hit it on the head with the shotgun with one hand holding it back. 

Suddenly, the infected stiffened. An ax stuck up out of its skull, and a thick river of clotted blood leaked from the wound. Leo yanked his weapon free, and Frank shoved the body to the floor. “Ugh, can the stink get any worse?”

“I don’t think it can,” Sarah said with a shake of her head. 

“Are you okay, Sergeant?” Leo asked, examining Frank. “Did it get you?”

“No, I’m fine,” Frank said. “Are there any more of those things around?”

“It doesn’t look like it,” Sarah said. 

“Okay, let’s go,” Frank said, moving deeper into the building. The light in the hallway grew dim, and he swore he could hear the beating of his heart as clear as day. A shudder ran down his spine when he spotted a body on the floor, stripped almost to the bone.

To his horror, the thing moved when he got closer, and it raised a ruined face toward him. A skeletal grin met his gaze, and empty eye sockets stared at nothing. Its clothes were torn to pieces, but one item struck him as familiar, and he looked closer. 

It was a cherry red handbag, and the implications struck him like a hammer blow. With a gasp, he stumbled backward and into Leo’s arms.

“Sergeant? What’s wrong?” Leo asked, on high alert.

“Kate. That’s Kate,” Frank said, pointing at what remained of a once vibrant and bubbly young woman who loved her husband and doted on her son, Miles.

“Kate?” Leo echoed, his face stricken.

“Poor thing,” Sarah said. “Someone has to put her out of her misery. She deserves that much.”

“I’ll do it,” Leo said, swallowing hard.

Frank looked away while he did the deed, and he mouthed a silent prayer over her body as they passed. May she rest in peace.

Sarah stopped when they’d gone a few more steps and pointed toward a closed door. “That’s Donna’s office, right?”

“That’s right,” Frank said, walking toward it. 

As he raised a fist, he noticed how scarred, stained, and warped the wood had become, and he realized Donna must’ve spent hours listening to the infected banging on the door. Banging, banging, and banging endlessly until it must’ve seemed like it would never stop. How did she handle it? How did she listen to it day and night without going crazy? She’d sounded sane on the radio. 

Suddenly, the door opened, and he came face to face with Donna. He wouldn’t have recognized her if it wasn’t for her thick, black hair, each springy curl dense to the touch. Purple shadows underscored her eyes, and her cheeks were gaunt. Her stained and dirty clothes hung from her frame, and her feet were bare. That surprised him the most, and he blurted out, “What happened to your shoes?”

“My shoes?” Donna asked, her voice hoarse. She looked down at her feet and appeared puzzled. “I’m not sure.”

“That’s okay,” Frank said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad to see you alive.”

“I’m lucky to be alive,” Donna said. “Have you seen Kate?” 

“We have,” Frank said, his tone bleak.

“She’s dead now?”

Frank nodded. “She’s gone. Dead.”

“Then we can go,” Donna said.

“Wait, what about the rest of the station?” Leo asked. Haven’t you seen anyone else? Anyone at all?”

“Oh, I’ve looked everywhere. There’s no one left,” Donna said.

“What about the holding cells?” Frank asked. “There were two prisoners, I think.”

“Dead. One turned, and the other became his breakfast,” Donna said.

“The armory?” 

“There are a couple of infected in there. Nothing serious,” Donna said.

“We’ll come back for that later,” Frank said. “Right now, we need to get you out of here.”

“You’re right, Sergeant. Let’s get a move on,” Leo said, going back the way they came. 

Sarah followed with Donna on her heels and Frank bringing up the rear. Their steps sounded hollow in the empty hallway, and he was glad they didn’t have to go deeper into the station. He didn’t think his nerves could take any more surprises.

Once they entered the lobby, Leo picked up the pace. Together, they crossed the open floor and picked their way across the blood-spattered tiles. Mindful of Donna’s bare feet, Leo avoided the patches of glass and slipped through the open doors. 

They burst into the bright sunlight, and Donna paused to take a deep breath of fresh air. “This is… is wonderful. I’ve dreamed of this every day.”

But her moment of freedom was short-lived. Out of nowhere, a group of infected appeared. They spotted Frank’s group and attacked, one latching onto Donna with a hungry growl. It went in for the kill but got a mouthful of hair instead.

Donna’s scream of fear sent Frank into overdrive. He kicked the zombie in the leg, and its knee buckled. The moment it hit the ground, he hit it with the butt of the shotgun. It fell away, and he leveled the gun at the next two. A single blast cut them nearly in half while Leo shot another with his Parabellum. 

Then Robert and his crew were there, shattering skulls and busting heads with their axes. Their heavy gear made them seem more intimidating, and Frank was glad they’d showed up. Grabbing Robert’s elbow, he yelled, “Cover us.”

Robert nodded, whirling his ax like a baton. “Move your asses. More are coming.”

Frank wasted no more time and hustled his team back to the car. They jumped inside, and he jammed it into gear. Flooring the gas, he sped away as a group of howling zombies poured out of a side street.

He dared to relax only when they were well clear of the scene. “Is everyone okay? No bites? Donna?”

“I’m fine,” she said in a faint voice. She looked shell-shocked and pale but didn’t appear injured, much to his relief.

“Sarah?”

“I’m cool, Sarge,” Sarah said, but what about Robert and them.

Frank reached for the radio. “Robert? Did you make it out okay? Over.”

Static.

“Robert? Over”

“We’re out, no worries. Over,” Robert replied.

Frank heaved a sigh of relief. “Glad to hear it. Thanks for the assistance. Over.”

“Don’t sweat it. Meet you back at the station. Over.”

“See you there. Over and out.”

“I guess we all made it out just fine,” Frank said.

“Yup. It’s a miracle,” Sarah said, her voice dry.

And for once, Frank agreed with every word.








  
  
  Chapter 17 - Theresa

  
  




Theresa watched as the fire truck pulled into the bay area, her stomach a ball of knots. She hadn’t heard from any of them since they left. Something about the radio being on the fritz. Andrea had tried to fix it to no avail, and now Bobbi was looking at the antenna.

Either way, she had no idea what to expect from the mission. Did they manage to save Donna or not? Did they lose anyone? Was anyone bitten? She wouldn’t know until they all got back. 

Her critical gaze traveled across the truck, and she noticed the blood and gunk sprayed across the bumper. It looked like it had gone to war, and she waved to Timothy. “Get the hose, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he acknowledged, though he was slow to react.

“Timothy, move,” she yelled. “And check for hangers-on beneath the truck.”

He jerked awake and ran to get the hose. Still, she couldn’t help but notice how he stared at the open bay door. Then it hit her. Sarah. He’s worried about Sarah.

Worried or not, the activity would keep him busy, and she waved him on with the job. When the truck doors opened, she stepped up for a closer look. Robert jumped out, followed by Amelia, Mason, and Clare. They seemed okay, and she heaved an inner sigh of relief.

Seconds later, the squad car rolled up, and she quickly counted four people inside the cab. “Thank God, they all made it back.”

Robert heard her and nodded. “After leading the infected away from the station, I circled back to help. They made it out alright with that woman, Donna, and made a clean getaway.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Theresa said. “No one got hurt?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Then we have a lot to be thankful for tonight,” Theresa said.

“About that,” Susan said, popping up next to her. “You know that special meal you asked me to make tonight?”

“Yes?” 

“Why not take it a step further? Let’s have a party,” Susan suggested.

“A party?” Theresa asked, frowning.

“Just a small one. Call it a celebration of everything we’ve accomplished and survived,” Susan said. “I can make snacks, a punch, and take a few beers from storage.”

“What about the noise?”

“We can keep it low-key. Nothing loud or overboard,” Susan said. 

“I don’t know,” Theresa said, still unsure.

“It would be good for morale. Look at them,” Susan prompted. “They could use a little fun.”

Theresa looked around the garage, and she noticed what Susan already had: The long faces, the drooping shoulders, and the general lack of energy. They were human, too, and needed the distraction. They need this. 

“Alright, let’s do it. Let’s have a party,” she said, throwing caution to the wind.

“Yes. You won’t regret this,” Susan said with a bright smile. She jogged up the stairs with a spring in her step and a tune on her lips.

That left Theresa to greet Frank and the newcomer. She walked over as they exited the car. “It’s good to see you back in one piece, Frank. All of you.”

“It’s good to be back,” Frank said.

“Was it bad?” 

“Not for us,” Frank said, and she caught his meaning.

“I’m sorry. Where are my manners?” Theresa said. “Are you Donna?”

Donna nodded. “The one and only.”

“Would you like a hot shower, Donna? I imagine it’s been a while,” Theresa asked. 

“You’ve got hot water? Showers?” Donna asked, her eyes wide.

“For now, we do, and we might as well enjoy it while it lasts,” Theresa said with a laugh. “Let me show you to the bathrooms.”

“Thank you,” Donna said with a nod.

“While you’re busy, I’ll find some clean clothes,” Theresa said. “You look close to my size.”

“I think so,” Donna said, sounding hesitant.

“And once you’re done, we’ll whip you up a hot meal and a cup of coffee,” Theresa said, leading her up the stairs.

“Do you have tea?”

“We sure do. Lemon or sugar and milk?”

“Lemon.”

“A girl after my own heart.” Once they reached the bathroom, Theresa hesitated. “Donna, I know you don’t know us, but you can always count on us. Whatever you need, just ask.”

“Thank you, Theresa,” Donna said, dashing at a tear on her cheek. “That means a lot to me.”

“I mean it. It’s not just words.”

“Okay,” Donna said.

“Alright, I’ve kept you long enough. Enjoy your shower. I’ll be back with clean clothes,” Theresa said, backing away. “Oh, and we’re having a small get-together later. You’re welcome to join us if you feel up to it.”

“Um, thanks. Sounds like fun,” Donna said, ducking her head. 

She slipped into the bathroom, and Theresa stared at the empty spot for a long time. While she couldn’t know what the other woman had been through, she knew it was something terrible. It showed in Donna’s haunted expression. 

Finally, she turned and walked away, heading toward the locker room. She had some clothes that would fit Donna. Shoes too. Afterward, she’d help Susan with the party arrangements. Now more than ever, they needed to have some fun.








  
  
  Chapter 18 - Frank

  
  




Frank walked into the common room and whistled. Colored balloons and streamers decorated the walls, golden oldies played on an old radio in the corner, and a table loaded with snacks lined one wall. A bucket filled with ice and beer chilled on a separate bench alongside a crystal bowl filled with fruit punch.

He spotted Susan and walked over. “My compliments. You people sure know how to pull a rabbit out of the hat. You had maybe a couple of hours to prepare all of this?”

Susan laughed. “I tried.”

“One hell of a try,” Frank said.

“I’ve got to check on a few things, but save me a dance later, okay?” Susan said, waving goodbye. 

“Sure thing,” he called after her, though he had no intention of dancing. Ever.

That was the kind of thing he left to young people. Like Ellen and Rick, lost in each other’s eyes. Or… could it be? Sarah and Timothy? The boy, for that’s what he was to Frank, towered above Sarah, and for a moment, he felt protective. She was his charge, after all. Then he realized he was being silly. Sarah could take care of herself. 

But she sure knows how to pick them, he thought with a shake of the head.

Wandering around the room, he drank a beer, chatted here and there, and even played a game of pool. Everyone was in a good mood, and the snacks were excellent. After a while, it became a little tedious, however. Either he was getting old, or the rules were changing. He suspected it was a little bit of both. 

Craving a moment of peace, Frank left the party and made his way to the roof. It had changed since he saw it last. Instead of an empty expanse of concrete, rows of wooden pallets, bags of dirt, a drum full of kitchen scraps for compost, and a rusty wheelbarrow filled the space. There was no gardening equipment yet, but the promise was there. It simply had to be fulfilled, and it would in time. 

Ignoring the chill in the air, he made his way to the roof’s edge, guided by a string of yellow light bulbs. He leaned against the low wall and gazed at the city stretched out before him. The streets were shrouded in darkness, and evil lurked within their embrace. Infected wandered about searching for food, their bellies as hollow as their minds.

But it didn’t matter. Not after everything he and the other survivors had accomplished. Around them lay an island of humanity, safe from the grasping clutches of the undead. They had food, shelter, water, and medicine. They also had enough guns and ammunition to last them a while, with more to come from the police station’s armory. If they were careful and worked hard, they could build a true community here. One centered around the firehouse and the ideals it stood for.

For the first time in weeks, he allowed himself to believe that they stood a chance. A real chance at taking back what they had lost. Especially now that they’d saved Donna. It had allowed him, Leo, and Sarah to lay their ghosts to rest. The precinct was gone, and so were their old lives. It’s time for a new beginning.

Footsteps sounded behind him, and he turned to find Robert holding two glasses filled with amber liquid. “Robert?”

“I come bearing gifts,” Robert said. “I figured you could use it after the day you had.”

“I’m not one for drinking,” Frank said. “Or partying.”

“This isn’t just some drink,” Robert said. “It’s a thirty-year-old scotch from my private stash.”

“In that case, I’ll take it,” Frank said. He swirled the liquid in the glass and took a deep whiff. The rich aroma teased his nostrils with the promise of its full-bodied taste, and he had a sip.

“And?” Robert asked, raising both eyebrows.

“It’s… perfect,” Frank said. “It’s also strong enough to strip paint off a wall.”

“See? I know how to pick a good scotch.”

“That you do,” Frank agreed.

“Cigar?” Robert offered, pulling two fat cigars from his pocket.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Frank said, admiring the fine quality. “Cuban?”

“How would I know?” Robert said with a shrug. “I found them in the cubbyhole of a Mercedes Benz.”

“Figures,” Frank said.

“I found these too,” Robert said, waving a cigar clipper around.

“Better than biting it off,” Frank said, clipping the end of his cigar.

Robert lit his cigar and handed the lighter to Frank, who followed his example. A light pull flooded his mouth with aromatic smoke, and he blew it into the cold night air. Though he didn’t smoke, he did enjoy the occasional pipe or cigar. There was an art to it. A beauty. It wasn’t the same as sucking on a cheap cigarette.

After a few minutes, Robert said. “When everything went south, I thought we were doomed.”

“So did I,” Frank said.

“We were out on a call when it happened, and in one fell swoop, we lost our Captain and both Lieutenants.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Frank said.

“Don’t be. We’ve all lost people,” Robert said.

“That we have, but we’re old. It doesn’t matter so much for us,” Frank said.

“Speak for yourself,” Robert said. “I’m still a spring chicken.”

Frank snorted. “In your dreams, maybe.”

“Jokes aside, I know what you mean,” Robert said. “I don’t have children, but if I did, I’d be going nuts right now trying to figure out how to keep them safe.”

“Not just them. How do we keep them safe? These youngsters who look to us for leadership? Leo, Sarah, Mason, George? All of them.”

“I don’t know. Worst of all, what if we leave nothing behind when we die? What if we leave them with a dying world?”

“The world’s already dying,” Frank said.

“Question is, can we save it?” Robert asked.

“I don’t know,” Frank admitted.

“You don’t have to save the world,” a voice said from behind. 

Frank turned to find Theresa, a beer in her hand and a smile on her face. “Did you run away from the party too?”

“I’m too old for parties,” Theresa. “So I thought I’d join you two old coots for a spell.”

“You’re always welcome,” Robert said, waving her closer.

Theresa joined them at the roof’s edge and stared at the vista stretched out before them. A city half-alive and half-dead. “Anyway, you’re both wrong.”

“How so?” Robert asked.

“You don’t have to save the whole world. You just have to save a piece of it,” Theresa said.

“Yeah?” Frank asked, dubious.

“All you need is a piece. Enough for these kids to grow and learn. In time, they’ll save the world, or their children will, or their grandchildren. Not us.”

“That’s a cheery thought,” Robert said.

“You want cheer? Then stop moping around like a couple of old farts and join the fun. Let’s show these youngsters how it’s done,” Theresa said.

“Is that a challenge?” Robert asked.

Theresa took the cigar from his mouth, stuck it in her mouth, and smiled. “You bet your ass it is.”

“Well, I  don’t know about you, Robert, but I never say no to a challenge,” Frank said, offering Theresa his elbow. “Lead the way, ma’am.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Theresa said through a puff of smoke.

Frank reflected on Theresa’s words as they walked back to the party. They made sense, like everything else she said and did. She was nothing if not a sensible woman. All we have to do is save a piece. One small part and the next generation will do the rest.








  
  
  Epilogue - Donna

  
  




Donna watched the party-goers from a dim corner of the room. She didn’t feel like herself, and she wasn’t up to making small talk with a bunch of strangers. While she appreciated that they’d saved her from the police station, she had just come from a nightmarish experience. The kind that would scar her for life.

Though the music wasn’t loud, it still felt like too much after the quiet she’d experienced locked away in the precinct. The only company she’d had were zombies, and the only she heard most of the time was her own voice.

Wondering if anyone would miss her, she looked around for an escape. Her head throbbed, and she was starting to feel nauseous. There was nowhere to run, though, nowhere but the bathrooms, and a woman intercepted her before she could move.

“Hi, Donna, is it?” the woman asked with a bright smile. “Would you like something to drink?”

“No, thanks. I’m—” 

“Nonsense, it’s a party. Have some punch,” the woman cried, handing her a glass. “I’m Amelia, by the way. Let me know if you need anything. My wish is your command.”

With a cheery wave, the woman named Amelia disappeared back into the crowd, and Donna was left feeling somewhat bemused. “My wish is your command? I wish I could be anywhere but here.”

She retreated into her corner, feeling miserable. One sip of the punch was enough to tell her she didn’t want it, and she abandoned it on a nearby table. When she spotted a bucket with water bottles, she grabbed one and downed it on the spot. 

Sweat poured down her skin, and she fanned herself with her hands in an attempt to cool down. Why am I feeling so hot?

It had to be the people, the crowd, the noise… all of it. It was too much, and she needed to escape. Looking around for a familiar face, she spotted Leo and waved him over. “Leo, over here.”

“Hi, Donna. Are you okay?” he asked, walking over.

“I’m alright,” Donna said. 

“Pardon me, but you don’t look alright,” Leo said.

“To be honest, I’m not,” Donna admitted. “I’m tired, I’ve got a headache, and I just want some peace and quiet. Is there any way you could help me?”

“Of course. Wait right here while I fetch Theresa,” Leo said. “She’ll show you to your room.”

“Thank you,” Donna said with a sigh of relief. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

“Just hold on,” Leo said with a look of concern. “I’ll be right back.”

“Uh-huh,” Donna said, leaning against the wall. She pressed one hand to her rapidly beating heart and prayed Leo would hurry.

After what seemed like an eternity, Leo returned with Theresa in tow. “Here you go. Theresa will take care of you.”

“Leo tells me you’re not feeling well?” Theresa said with a frown. “Are you feeling sick?”

“Not sick, just overwhelmed,” Donna said. “I’m not used to so many people. The noise and the heat. I want to lie down, please.”

“Of course. Let me show you to your bed,” Theresa said, guiding her out of the room and into the hallway. 

The darkness and cool air were a blessed relief, and Donna felt better instantly. “Thank you. This is much better.”

“You’ll have to share a dorm room with the other woman, but you’ll have your own bed and cubicle. It’s nice and quiet too,” Theresa added.

“That’s fine. I don’t mind sharing,” Donna said.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Theresa asked, watching Donna closely. “You’re very pale.”

“I’m alright, really,” Donna insisted. “Some rest will do me good, I’m sure.”

“In that case, I’ll leave you to it,” Theresa said, showing her to a single bed in the far corner of the dorm room.

To Donna’s eyes, it was perfect. Private, clean, and comfortable, but most of all, quiet. “Thank you again, Theresa. This means the world to me. Please enjoy your party. I don’t want to be a bother.”

“Oh, it’s no bother, my dear. I’m long past the age where I need to party all night. I’d much rather read a good book,” Theresa said with a chuckle.

“I get that,” Donna said, sitting down on her bed. “I have a collection of books at home too, and I enjoyed reading with my cat, Sassy, on my lap.”

“May I ask where Sassy is?” Theresa asked.

“She’s with my ex, Wayne. I hope he’s looking after her,” Donna replied. 

“I’m sure she’ll be fine. Cats are very resilient,” Theresa said with a kind smile. “But I’ve kept you up long enough. Good night, my dear.”

“Goodnight,” Donna replied, watching Theresa leave. 

Once she was alone, she kicked off her shoes and crawled into bed. The sheets were cool, and the blanket soft. Much better.

She heaved a contented sigh, ready to close her eyes, but a weird tingling sensation in her scalp bothered her. Finally, she got up and went to the bathroom down the hall. She wouldn’t be able to rest until she checked it out anyway.

The room was empty, and she walked toward the nearest washbasin on bare feet. Staring at her reflection, she noticed how pale she looked. Her eyes were shot through with red, and her pupils seemed unnaturally large. It struck her as odd, but she dismissed it after consideration. It’s just a lack of sleep. Come morning, I’ll be right as rain.

What irritated her was the crawling sensation on her scalp. It felt like ants were crawling all over her skin, and she scratched it with both hands. When her fingers touched an open cut, she paused. Where did that come from? Did I hit my head during the escape from the precinct?

It seemed likely in all the chaos. So much had happened so fast, it wasn’t a surprise. No doubt, she’d hit out in bruises too. Gently, she pulled the hair apart and inspected the cut in the mirror. It didn’t look too bad. The gash was shallow and shaped like a crescent moon. A small amount of blood crusted the edges, but it hadn’t bled much. 

Splashing it with cold water, she washed the blood away. The tingling faded, and she decided to go back to bed. As she lay down to sleep, she made a promise. I’ll get it checked and cleaned in the morning. For now, I need my rest.







  Do you want more?



So we’ve reached the end of Trial by Fire, and I really hope you enjoyed reading the book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please consider leaving a review. It would be much appreciated. But that’s not all. The sequel, End of Watch is now available on Amazon. Continue the adventure!




End of Watch - Heroes of the Apocalypse, Book 2:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09NRXG28Y




Plus, I’ve included a sneak peek at my latest boxed set, Apocalypse Z - Rise of the Undead featuring over a thousand pages of post-apocalyptic action. Check it out!




Apocalypse Z - Rise of the Undead

Prequel - Chapter 1 

Available here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09KPM3BFQ




The ceiling fan above Tara’s head did little to alleviate the stifling heat, its highest setting barely faster than a crawl. The small brick room was mostly bare except for the lab equipment that she’d brought with her weeks ago, and the little she’d managed to scrounge up from the local hospitals. It wasn’t much. Barely enough to enable her to do her job.

For almost three months now, she’d been stuck in the middle of the Congo, North Africa, trying to determine whether a mysterious new virus that had crippled several villages was something to worry about.

In her opinion, it was, but getting WHO on board was proving problematic. The amount of red tape she had to cut through was ridiculous, despite the samples that she’d sent back. The symptoms were the most concerning. A fever, headaches, coughing, hemorrhaging, seizures, and for one out of every twenty patients…death.

Sweat beaded on her forehead, but she dared not wipe it off. Her armpits were damp, and the mask secured over the lower half of her face added to her discomfort. Behind her, the hum of the gene sequencer filled the small space, but she hardly heard it.

With one hand, she carefully gripped the smear slide while placing a drop of blood onto its pristine surface. With a second slide, she smoothed the droplet into an even coat before securing it in place with a coverslip. Then she slipped the sample into place beneath the lens of the electron microscope.

Tara looked through the eyepiece, adjusting the focus knob and condenser until she could make out the individual cells. For several seconds she stared at the evidence in front of her until her head began to swim. Her worst nightmare had come to life.

“Well?” Stephen, her lab assistant, asked as he shifted from one foot to the other.

“See for yourself,” Tara replied, stepping back to make room for him.

He gripped the microscope with impatient hands and looked at the sample of the Vita virus inside an infected host’s bloodstream. His face paled as he spotted what she’d had, and he let go of the delicate equipment as if he’d been burned. “This is bad.”

“I’ll say,” Tara said, grabbing her notebook to add to the several hundred pages she’d written on the subject already. “The virus has mutated. I’d better call it through.”

“What should we do?” he asked, his young face creased with worry.

Tara sighed. While she liked Stephen, he was too young and inexperienced for her taste. Not for the first time, she wished for a more qualified assistant, but with recent budget cuts, that wasn’t happening.

“Secure the samples and lock up. I’ll meet you at the triage tent in ten minutes,” she instructed. “We need to study this in the flesh.”

He nodded. “Alright, Dr. Lee. I’ll see you there.”

Tara rushed toward the exit, pausing only to dispose of her gloves and mask. She tossed them into the hazardous waste bin and stepped outside. The sun was bright after the dim interior of the room, its rays harsh enough to cook her eyeballs. A fly buzzed around her head, the little pest irritating her even further.

She jogged to her tent and stepped inside, looking for her satellite phone. She picked it up and switched it on. Nothing. The battery was flat again. With a muttered curse, she plugged it in, using the lead that ran from one of the few power points in the camp.

Everything was harder here. Scarcer. Electricity, clean water, decent food, medicine, equipment. It was a harsh environment made worse by the recent political upheavals. Random raids by armed groups and even poachers were common. She no longer bothered trying to keep track of the numerous factions. As long as they let her do her job, that was all she cared about. That and the people dying outside her doorstep.

The phone crackled to life, and she called her superior, praying he’d answer. “Come on, come on.”

A voice came on. “Dr. Bannock.”

“Hi, it’s Dr. Lee, calling to report on the Vita virus,” Tara said.

“Do you know what time it is?” Dr. Bannock asked, his disgruntled tone worsening her growing migraine. “It’s three in the morning. That’s what time it is.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but this is important,” Tara answered, gritting her teeth. She could almost imagine Dr. Bannock standing in front of her, squinting through the thick lenses of his spectacles like a mole while he scratched his balding head.

“What is it? It had better be good, Lee.”

“The virus is mutating, sir,” Tara said, praying he’d take her seriously this time.

“Mutating? That’s not so uncommon, is it?” he asked.

Tara closed her eyes for a brief second, swallowing back the nasty words that jumped to mind. “Maybe not, but I believe this is cause for concern. The virus is becoming more virulent. Up until now, the mortality rate was one in twenty. It will be higher now.”

“How much higher?”

“I’m not certain, yet. I still have to study its effects on currently infected patients,” Tara said.

“You’re not sure? In other words, you have no actual data to support your hypothesis?”

“It’s not a hypothesis, sir. The evidence is clear. The virus is changing, becoming deadlier.”

“But that’s all you know. You haven’t seen the mutated version at work yet. Only through a lens, am I right?” he asked with the smooth logic of a politician.

“That’s right, sir,” Tara said, her free hand curling into a fist.

“No use in jumping to conclusions then, is there?” Dr. Bannock said. “Continue your work and send me the hard facts when you have them.”

“But, sir,” Tara protested. “The Vita virus is going to become a real threat to the entire world. Shouldn’t we step up our efforts to study it and produce a vaccine?”

“Dr. Lee, the Vita virus has threatening potential, but we don’t know anything for sure yet. When you do know something, inform me,” Dr. Bannock answered, his tone sharp and cutting.

“But, sir⁠—”

“It’s contained for the moment. It has only affected a few villages. You stopped the spread, didn’t you?”

“For now, yes.”

“Then, I believe this conversation is over. Goodnight, Lee,” Dr. Bannock said before hanging up on her.

Tara stared at the phone in disbelief. “Son of a bitch.”




Chapter 2

Two weeks later…




Tara walked over to the tent they’d set up for the latest influx of infected villagers. They were streaming in daily now, and she was thankful for the fresh batch of supplies they’d received the previous week.

Dr. Bannock had finally consented to grant her more help and equipment after she’d sent over the latest data. Data that proved the Vita virus was not only more dangerous, killing one in ten victims, but also more infectious. During the latest mutation, the virus had become airborne. A single cough or sneeze projected it outward for several feet, infecting people and surfaces alike. With the average person touching their face between two and three thousand times per day, the virus had spread like wildfire. With an incubation period of up to ten days, people could pass it on without even knowing they were ill.

Outside the triage tent, Tara pulled on a set of protective clothing complete with gloves, a mask, and goggles. A necessary precaution. Inside, rows upon rows of sick people lay, slowly dying from the infection. Hacking coughs filled the air along with the sour scent of fear overlaid by antiseptic.

Tara walked among the patients, taking vitals and talking to the doctors and nurses present. They all shared the same opinion. The disease was getting worse.

“I had a patient come in this morning,” Dr. Kabongo, on loan from a local hospital, said. “She said she’d been ill for three days. This afternoon, she passed away.”

“Three days? It usually takes a week, at least,” Tara said, alarmed.

“I had a similar case yesterday,” a young nurse said, her eyes wide. “A young boy. His mother said he only showed symptoms four days ago.”

“That means the virus is accelerating. What was the death toll for today?” she asked Dr. Kabongo.

“Half of the new patients have died since yesterday,” he replied.

“Half?” Tara stared at him. “Did you take samples?”

“Of course. Over here,” he said, handing her a tray of blood vials.

“Thank you. I’ll need to take a look at these.”

As Tara turned to leave, Dr. Kabongo stopped her. “How bad is this? Do I need to warn my family?”

“I won’t lie to you. The situation is serious, but for now, it’s contained,” Tara said. “Let me check these samples, and I’ll get back to you.”

“My people are dying. We need to help them,” he insisted, grabbing her arm in desperation.

“I know.” She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “I promise I’m doing the best I can. I’ll speak to my superiors again.”

He nodded slowly, clearly not convinced, but it was all she could offer him at that moment. What she did know for sure, was that she needed to get scientists back home working on the virus, formulating a cure. A vaccine. Anything to help these poor people. 

She was waylaid outside the triage tent by Lieutenant Dhlamini. He was in the SANDF, or South African National Defense Force. He, along with his men, had been granted by the South African government to provide protection to her and her staff while in the Congo. So far, she’d found him to be cool, calm, and efficient.

At the moment, his eyes were dark with worry. “I have just received reports of fresh outbreaks of the virus.”

Tara’s heart sank. “Where?”

“Brazzaville.”

“That’s the capital,” Tara said, shock freezing her to the spot. “It’s spreading. But how? We had it contained.”

Dhlamini shrugged. “People are people. You can never keep them in one place. No matter how hard you try.”

“We have to try harder. Spread the word. Warn the hospitals and clinics,” Tara said.

“Won’t that cause a panic?”

Tara nodded. “It might, but we have to stop this while we still can. I know you’ve got contacts. Infected people have to be quarantined immediately.”

Dhlamini nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. What about a cure? Or a vaccine?”

“I’m sending all my data through to the WHO. They’ve got people working it, but it could take months,” Tara said, hoping he wouldn’t spot the lie.

Technically, it was true. She was sending her data through, and people were working on it. It just wasn’t a priority at the moment. Not until Bannock made it one. Perhaps, with these latest findings, he’ll realize how serious the situation is.

“I hope they find something,” Dhlamini said, shaking his head. “I’ve seen a lot of bad things in my life, but never anything like this.”

“Me neither, Lieutenant.”

Tara spent an hour sending through a detailed report before calling Bannock once more. After half an hour of arguing, he finally agreed to issue an alert.

“I’ll let the local government know about the dangers. They can warn their citizens, and ready their emergency services,” Dr. Bannock said.

“They should close their borders too, sir. To prevent it from spreading any further,” Tara said.

“I doubt they’ll agree to that, but I’ll try.”

Tara rolled her eyes. “Thank you, sir. And the vaccine? Cure?”

“I’ll push it up the roster here as well, make it a priority. Satisfied?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Tara said, knowing it was the best she’d get out of him.

Bannock hung up, and once more, she was left staring at the phone in her hand. “Asshole. At least, if this becomes a pandemic, we’ll know who to blame.”




Chapter 3

Three days later…




“Tara? Dr. Lee? Are you awake?” Stephen asked, cracking open her tent flap.

Bright sunlight streamed in, and Tara blinked as the harsh light assaulted her eyes. She was lying face down on her cot, arms and legs sprawled out like a starfish. She’d passed out just after noon having spent the entire night studying new blood samples. Compiling the reports had taken several more hours until she could no longer keep her eyes open.

“What is it, Stephen?” she asked, pushing her long, black hair out of her face. It stuck to her face where she’d drooled, and she cast around for a tissue or cloth. “Ugh, this had better be good.”

“We’ve got a situation, and we need you,” he answered.

“Fine, I’ll be right there,” Tara answered, sitting upright. She pulled on her socks and boots, tucking her cargo pants into the top of each. Her tank top was damp with sweat, but there was no time to change it.

She shaded her eyes as she stepped out of her tent, gratefully accepting the bottle of water Stephen handed her. “Thanks.” The clear liquid went down like a dream, and she felt refreshed. “So, what’s the emergency?”

Lieutenant Dhlamini stepped forward. “The virus is spreading. It’s out of containment.”

“No. Don’t say that,” Tara said, her heart sinking into her boots. “How far?”

“The first confirmed cases have been reported in Nairobi, Cape Town, and Cairo. There are rumors of more in Asia and Europe, as yet unconfirmed.”

Tara’s knees went weak. “Oh, my God.”

“My superiors are recalling me,” Lieutenant Dhlamini continued. “I’m to leave tomorrow, along with my men.”

“What? You can’t,” Tara protested. “I need you. Now more than ever.”

“I’m sorry, but orders are orders,” Dhlamini said with a shake of his head.

“What does Dr. Bannock say?” Stephen asked.

“Dr. Bannock has his head so far up his ass, he wouldn’t recognize an outbreak if it hit him in the face,” Tara muttered.

“For real?” Stephen’s face paled. “What do we do now?”

Tara sighed. “It’ll be okay. If the virus is spreading, our place is no longer here, much as I hate to leave like this. A vaccine is our top priority. I’ll let Bannock know we need an evac.”

“This is it then?” Stephen asked.

“It is. You’re going home. Pack your stuff,” Tara said. Privately, she wasn’t so sure, but she’d do everything in her power to convince Bannock to pull them out. What she needed now was an adequately equipped lab and qualified assistants.

“How long will a vaccine take to produce?” Lieutenant Dhlamini asked.

Tara shrugged. “Months, maybe years. If you have family, their best bet is to stay as far away from the infection as possible. Don’t go out, stay at home, avoid strangers, wash your hands often, and wear protective clothing when you do go out.”

Dhlamini’s face paled. For a second, he looked vulnerable but pulled himself together with a visible shake and said, “Thank you. I hope your efforts are successful, Dr. Lee.”

“Call me Tara. We’ve been working together for months now, so you might as well.”

Lieutenant Dhlamini smiled. “Saul. My name is Saul.”

“Nice name,” Tara said. “Now, I need to get to my lab.”

Tara returned to her makeshift laboratory with Stephen. This would be her final report before she spoke to Bannock. Hopefully, what she had would be enough to warrant him pulling her and Stephen out. Enough to issue a worldwide health warning, placing all governments on high alert.

Taking the latest samples, she set to work. It was as she’d predicted. The Vita virus was still mutating, growing ever more virulent and contagious by the second. In just a few days, it had changed drastically.

It was adapting to the defenses of the immune system, finding ways to use it to its own advantage. Once it did, it seized control of the nervous system. The mortality rate was growing, approaching three in ten now — the same as smallpox.

Later that night, Tara stumbled out of her lab, prepared to lay it on Bannock until he had no choice but to take her seriously. “Stephen, can you finish up here? Secure the samples and data for transport, then pack your things. Get some sleep too.”

“Alright, Dr. Lee. Where are you going?” he asked.

“The triage tent. I need to see what this new strain is doing in the flesh.” Tara stepped out into the night, lit in places by spotlights and lamps. It felt ominous. Dangerous. There was something in the air that prickled her senses.

The jungle pressed in on all sides, filled with all manner of dangerous creatures, both big and small. It wasn’t a place to venture into lightly, but ordinarily, it didn’t bother her much. It was different now, and she struggled to put her finger on the change. As she walked toward the triage camp, she realized what it was that had her so on edge.

Silence.

Complete and utter silence.

The lab behind her was quiet, as was the camp, but the triage tent bothered her the most. The usual coughing and groaning were gone. Even the jungle was void of its usual nocturnal noises.

“What’s going on?” Tara wondered.

As she reached the entrance, the flap opened to reveal Dr. Kabongo. He stopped short when he spotted her. “I was looking for you. Just give me a moment.”

Tara waited while he removed his protective clothing and sealed it into a bin. After disinfecting his hands, he turned to her. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to have a look at the patients. The virus is mutating again. I need to see its effects,” Tara said with a frown.

“There’s no point. Not anymore,” Dr. Kabongo answered.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“They’re dead. The patients are dead,” he said.

“All of them?” Tara asked aghast.

“All of them. The nurses are preparing the bodies for burial now. After that, we’re leaving,” Dr. Kabongo said.

“Leaving? What do you mean, you’re leaving?” Tara asked, reeling with shock.

“We have families too, Doctor. This disease is spreading. We cannot stop it or treat it. We need to go home and warn our people.”

“But…what if more patients arrive?” Tara said, still struggling to process his words.

“They’re on their own, Dr. Lee, and so are you. I suggest you return to your country. There is no place for you here, anymore,” Dr. Kabongo said. “I’m sorry.”

Without saying another word, Dr. Kabongo disappeared into the night. Tara stared after him, her mouth working. Without the medical staff or army personnel, the camp was dead. Come morning, it’d be nothing but a collection of huts and tents bordering on a mass grave. A ghost town.

“Dr. Kabongo is right. Time to go home.”

Tara shivered, her gaze drawn to the depths of the jungle once more. A breeze stirred the leaves, and she could almost imagine glowing eyes staring at her. Hungry eyes. An old saying written on medieval maps to describe the unknown jumped to her mind.

Here be monsters.
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